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The idea for this project had its beginning in a Women's Studies class at Iowa State 
University in 1998. During the single week devoted to the contributions of black American 
women, I was deeply impressed by the raw courage and determination of a Tennessee 
newspaper owner and editor named Ida B. Wells. As a white kid growing up in the Chicago area 
during the 1960s, I was keenly aware of the pervasiveness of racism as it existed then, and could 
only imagine what ltte must have been like for a black woman in the segregated South more than 
half a century earlier. 
My interest in the other Ida grew from my study of the history of American journalism. 
The modem practice of investigative reporting had its beginning in this country during the early 
19005, and much of the credit for that new style of writing goes to the brilliant stable of inquiring 
minds assembled by S.S. McClure for the magazine that bore his name. Among them, Ida M. 
Tarbell held the most fascination for me, and the similarity of her first name and Wells' made It 
inevitable that I should begin to draw parallels. One was black and the other white, they were 
born within five years of each other, both women became journalists, and both, in my estimation, 
did spectacularly courageous work. And they were both named Ida. That was enough to 
demand further investigation. 
Research on the two ldas required far more effort than a mere literature review. While 
much has been published by and about Tarbell, I was anxious to learn about the "reaf' woman 
behind the legendary muckraker. I visited her home territory in western Pennsylvania in an effort 
to learn as much as I could about the place where she grew up and the early days of the oil 
industry. I walked around the little town where she had lived as a child, and found the house (still 
standing) that her father built for the family. I met an elderly gentleman who remembered, as a 
small boy, seeing the famous writer return to her hometown to ride in a Fourth of July parade. 
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Most intriguing of all, I explored the huge collections of Tarbell material that can be found in the 
library at her alma mater and in the little museum built by the State of Pennsylvania on the site of 
the first oil well in America. Ida M. was a pack rat, albeit a well-organized one, and the huge 
amount of her stuff available to a curious researcher constituted an embarrassment of riches. 
Finding material on Ida B. Wells was another matter. Aside from her autobiography, 
published forty years after her death, there were only a few journal articles and one slim volume 
containing the three editorials that are her most important work. There was - at least at first -
virtually nothing else available by or about her. Through correspondence with the black historian 
who did the first important studies on Wells I learned that nearly all of the primary source material 
on her work had been destroyed early in 1900. I thought I had reached a dead end, and seriously 
considered changing the project's emphasis from Two ldas to one. 
Fortunately, luck was with me. A new biography of Ida B. Wells was published just when 
I needed it most. Even luckier, a casual browse through a secondhand bookstore in Madison, 
Wisconsin yielded an important discovery - an out-of-print book containing Wells' diary entries 
from the years when she lived and worked in Memphis, Tennessee and began her career in 
newspapering. Reading Ida B.'s stream-of-consciousness jottings (like looking through Tarbell's 
papers) gave me a chance to get inside her head and form a more accurate picture of the kind of 
person she was. 
A lot of the material on the Two ldas is now out of print, and finding what is not available 
in libraries made me something of a sleuth. I visited used bookstores wherever I went (a habit I 
have not lost) and scoured the Internet to locate secondhand copies of hard-to-find titles. One 
Internet bookseller in particular, located in Shropshire, UK, proved to be a surprisingly rich source 
of material on these two American writers. I also borrowed, begged and shamelessly requested 
books, photocopies and bits of information from teachers, historians and other total strangers who 
are knowledgeable about American and women's history, African-American studies and 
journalism history, both at Iowa State University and other institutions. The cooperation and 
patience of these individuals is gratefully acknowledged. 
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In the end, the two ldas became such a part of my thought process that I began to view 
them as companions rather than the long-dead subjects of a research project. Friends routinely 
inquired "How is Ida?" and it seemed perfectly natural to answer by relating whatever bit of 
information about one or the other I had lately discovered. There is much about the two ldas that 
still remains to be told, and this project could easily have lasted years longer and filled many 
volumes. Despite the regular appearance of new studies on Tarbell and, more recently, on Wells, 
there are many questions about them that will have to be answered another time. 
Chapter 1 
Introduction 
The years between 1890 and 1910, a period historians sometimes call the "golden age" of 
American journalism, were a time when women gained an increasingly significant posttion as 
newspaper and magazine professionals. Among them were two journalists, both coincidentally 
named Ida, who used the power of the press to raise public awareness and create important social 
change in ways that had not previously been explored. These women came from vastly different 
backgrounds - one was a white northerner, the other a black southerner - and they entered 
journalism tor very different purposes. Nevertheless, each made her mark on history. 
This thesis compares and contrasts the social, polttical and cultural influences on these 
women's lives and then examines the impact they had as journalists and writers around the tum of 
the 20th century. Netther Ida M. Tarbell nor Ida B. Wells was the first female pioneer in what was 
throughout the 19th and early 2Qth centuries an almost exclusively male club. And tt is unlikely that 
etther woman could have achieved what she did as a wrtter had tt not been for their female 
predecessors who broke down the barriers and defied the stereotypes. 
To be sure, women had worked in American journalism from its beginning, but they were 
most often the unpaid and unrecognized partners of husbands, fathers, sons or brothers who were in-
name owners and/or publishers. In colonial America, tor example, no fewer than 17 women were 
known to have worked actively as newspaper printers; 1 most of them had assumed the trade after the 
deaths of their husbands. According to Isaiah Thomas, a Colonial-era printer regarded as the first 
historian of American journalism, tt was "qutte a common thing for widows - especially of printers, 
1 Emery, Michael, and Edwin Emery: The Press in America. Eighth edition, Allyn & Bacon, Needham 
Heights, MA, 1996, p. 58. 
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innkeepers and traders - to take up and carry on the husband's trade, and not uncommon for them to 
set up businesses of their own." 2 
One notable example was the mother-daughter partnership of Sarah and Mary Katherine 
Goddard of Providence, Rhode Island. In 1762 they founded the Providence Gazette with (and in the 
name oij their son and brother, William Goddard. When William's fiery temper and erratic conduct 
forced him to move on to other enterprises, the Goddard women put the nearly-defunct Gazette back 
in order and expanded the business to include a print shop, bookstore and post office.3 In 1768 they 
again came to William's rescue; the Pennsylvania Chronicle, which he had founded after leaving 
Providence, was failing and he called his mother and sister to Philadelphia for help. 4 Isaiah Thomas 
called Mary Katherine Goddard "an expert and correct composltor'5 - high praise indeed from a 
professional colleague. 
After the Revolution ended in 1783, a few women defied the odds to work in their own right 
on the front lines of journalism, and their professional success grew gradually. In 1850, Jane Grey 
Swisshelm became the first woman to sit in the congressional press gallery in Washington D.C. after 
she was appointed a correspondent for Horace Greeley's New York Tribune. Swisshelm later moved 
west to Minnesota and became editor of the St. Cloud Democrat, a paper which was staunchly 
opposed to slavery and a strong supporter of women's rights.6 
Swisshelm was not the first woman to edit a major daily paper. That honor probably goes to 
Cornelia Walter, who headed her family's Boston Transaiptas early as 1842.7 At about the same 
time, Margaret Fuller became editor of The Dial, a Boston philosophical journal headed by Ralph 
Waldo Emerson. Her reputation for literary skill and intellectual ability attracted the attention of 
Greeley, who hired her for his New York Tribune as the first female reporter for a U.S. daily paper. 
She later became the first woman to work as a U.S. foreign correspondent, and wrote for the Tribune 
2 Marzolf: Marian Tuttle: Up From the Footnote, A History of Women Journalists. Hastings House, New York, 
1977, p. 1. 
3 Marzolt: p.5. 
4 Marzolf: p. 5. 
5 Emery, p.59. 
6 Emery, p.112. 
7 ibid. 
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from France, Italy and Britain beginning in 1846. Fuller's tragic death in an 1850 shipwreck while 
returning home to the U.S. made her one of the first major American woman journalists to die "with 
her boots on.'18 
Publications aimed specifically at women grew in popularity in the early 1800s. One of the 
most successful was Godey's Lady's Book, edited by Sara Josepha Hale from 1836 to 18n. Hale, 
who remained active in publishing until age 90, is credited with being the first editor to develop a 
magazine specifically focused on women's interests. She promoted education for females and 
encouraged the training of women as teachers, a radically new idea at the time.9 Hale wrote or edited 
more than 50 books, published the work of new American writers and wrote edltorials on domestic 
ideals and the advancement of women.10 
After the Civil War, women continued to achieve success in journalism but as always 
received limited recognition for their efforts. Jane Cunningham, who used the byline name Jennie 
June Croly, had a professional career that lasted more than 40 years. She founded the first American 
women's press club, began the first fashion column and established an exchange service which was 
the forerunner to modem-day wire services such as The Associated Press.11 
Meanwhile on the American frontier, women worked side-by-side with their husbands to 
gather information and print the hundreds of small newspapers that llterally held pioneer communities 
together. While a few women received recognition as editors, publishers and owners of local papers, 
the vast majority were the unpaid partners who shared all the jobs associated with getting out the 
paper, but received no recognition. These women gathered news, wrote stories, set type, operated 
balky, muscle-powered presses, waited on customers, delivered and sold papers - and probably also 
kept house, prepared meals and cared for children. Most frontier newspaper families worked long, 
8 Marzolt: p.13 -14. 
9 Marzolf: p.12. 
10 According to Emery, Hale is also noted (and is perhaps more well-known) for her efforts to make 
Thanksgiving a national holiday, which occurred in 1863, and for her authorship of the children's nursery 
rhyme "Mary Had a Little Lamb." 
11 Marzolt: p.21 - 22. 
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hard hours for poverty-level income.12 Hiring extra people to do the work was out of the question, and 
frontier newspapermen depended on their wives and older children to provide the necessary labor. 
Many wives ended up as editors and owners themselves when their husbands died or were 
disabled by the harsh conditions of frontier life. If such tragedies occurred, the women simply took 
over and, like their husbands, worked long hours for little pay and even less recognition. 
A few women established, edited and published frontier newspapers in their own right. In the 
1880s Abigail Scott Duniway operated the New Northwest, an Oregon paper that promoted political, 
financial and social equality for women.13 And on December 29, 1880, Caroline Romney published 
the first number of the Durango (Colorado) Record, first running the paper from a tent with a sawdust 
floor. Despite outlaw and Indian attacks (a fairly common occurrence in frontier mining country), 
Romney kept the paper going. She was shot at and, at one point when working conditions became 
particularly hazardous, ordered her printers to work with rifles or revolvers at their sides.14 
Aside from the small frontier papers, women who worked in journalism were few and, when 
recognized, were notable mainly because they were so unusual. U.S. Census figures for the year 
1890 show 838 females employed in the field of journalism, or 4 percent of the total of 20, 961.15 
Among the women who did such work in the late 1880s and 90s, virtually all covered "soft" news -
reviewing plays and books, writing food and fashion columns, reporting on social events and 
generally producing a steady stream of material of interest to the growing audience of women 
readers. 
Still, change for women in journalism did occur -- very gradually, perhaps inspired by the 
suffrage movement, which had slowly built momentum in America during the 1880s. 
During the 1890s, women's pages became an established part of many major newspapers. 
In 1891 Kate Field, a reporter and critic for the New York Herald, established a regular column, "Kate 
12 Karolevitz, Robert F.: Newspapering in the Old West. Superior Publishing Company, Seattle, 1965. P.12. 
13 Karolevitz, p. 175. 
14 Karolevitz, p.176. 
15 U.S. Census :figmes for 1890 list 20,961 persons employed in America as journalists; of that number, 4 
percent (838) were women. 
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Field's Washington." This was a weekly review of books, music and art.16 Other early names in the 
area of women's news were Fanny Fern of the Philadelphia Ledger17, Sara Jane Clarke (Grace 
Greenwood) of the New York Times and the Saturday Evening Post, 18 and Florence Finch Kelly, 
whose career as a book columnist for the New York Times lasted 30 years.19 
During the era of "yellow journalism" in the late 1880s and 90s, women writers gained a 
foothold in newspaper journalism with the popularity of the "sob sisters." These columnists wrote 
sensational ( and sometimes faked) stories about sex, scandal and crime. One of the earliest and 
best-known sob sisters was Winifred Black Bonfils, who used the pen name Annie Laurie. Her 
technique of vivid, first-person writing that was highly charged with emotion generated a huge 
following during her long career with William Randolph Hearst's San Francisco Examiner.20 
By 1890 a few women found their way into the male-dominated world of hard news. New 
York World reporter Elizabeth Cochrane (Nelly Bly), whose 1889 trip around the world sold millions of 
papers for press mogul Joseph Pulitzer, is still regarded as the author of one of the most 
outrageously successful promotional events ever undertaken by the media. Despite the sensational 
nature of Sly's stunt, she was a skilled reporter who covered many "real" stories and helped to lay the 
groundwork for the investigative journalists of the early 1900s.21 
The first women who worked in traditionally male jobs in journalism did so during the years 
when America was growing fast, changing a lot, and continually rethinking the role of one of its most 
cherished institutions, the free press. Those women established a path for others who followed them. 
That path was rough, strewn with huge obstacles to be overcome in terms of male domination and 
stereotypes about the proper role of women. This was the environment that was waiting for the two 
ldas as they launched their journalistic careers in the 1890s. Both faced the obstacles and overcame 
them, then went on to do important investigative work in the 1890s and early 1900s that led to legal 
and social changes still in effect today. 
16 Emery, p. 183. 
17 Marzolf, p.22. 
18 Marzolf, p.16. 
19 Marzolf, p.28. 
20 Marzolf: p.33 - 37. 
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One of these women was Ida M. Tarbell, a Pennsylvanian and the daughter of a successful 
white middle-class family. She used the magazine medium to expose the corrupt business practices 
of one of the world's richest and most powerful industrialists, John D. Rockefeller. Tarbell's series 
The History of the Standard Oil Company, was published in McClure's magazine between November, 
1902 and November, 1904, and it brought a wake-up call to the whole country. The public indignation 
it aroused about the abuses existing in American business led to congressional investigation and, 
eventually, to anti-trust legislation and a virtual recasting of the American way of doing business. 
At about the same time that Tarbell was working to change the way America did business, 
Ida 8. Wells used the power of the press to lay the groundwork for a future revolution in civil rights. 
An African American22 who was born a slave in Holly Springs, Mississippi, Wells became the editor 
and one of the owners of a small independent black newspaper, the Free Speech, in Memphis, 
Tennessee. In 1893, after a white mob murdered three respected local African American 
businessmen, Wells published a complete and painstakingly accurate account of the brutality, 
together with a demand for an end to the practice of lynching. She continued this anti-lynching 
crusade for more than 40 years in the face of angry and sometimes violent opposition. 
Tarbell and Wells were born within five years of each other. They grew up in different parts 
of the same country under very different conditions. Both were successful as women in "real" 
journalism, under quite different circumstances, and both of them were effective crusaders. This 
thesis will examine the lives and work of the two ldas. It will compare and contrast the influences that 
shaped their lives and the impact of social, moral, religious and other forces on them as individuals 
and as professionals. It will include a discussion of the qualities that contributed to the success or 
inhibited the effectiveness of each. It will also examine the journalistic methods they used and 
21 Emery, p. 178. 
22 Ida B. Wells would probably not have described herself as African American. That term did not come into 
broad common use until late in the 2ot" century. In this project, "African American" will be used 
interchangeably with the term "black" to refer to persons of African ancestry. Wells used the words ''Negro," 
"colored," and occasionally "Afro-American" to refer to the same racial group. They are terms that were 
generally accepted as correct in her time but have since fallen into disuse and are now considered somewhat 
out-of-date. The words ''Negro" and "colored" will be used when quoting or paraphrasing Wells' words or 
those of other individuals of her time. The hated word "nigger," commonly used as a term of derision by whites 
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compare their writing styles. A comparison of black and white life in tum-of-the-century American 
society, and the black and white press of the day, will provide background and a frame of reference 
for the accomplishments of each. 
In order to understand something about the world in which Tarbell and Wells lived and 
worked, it is first necessary to look at what life was like for blacks and whites in tum-of-the-century 
America. The next chapter will provide background to set the scene for this study of two of America's 
most important female journalists - women whose accomplishments would still be saluted today had 
they been men. 
in the pre-civil rights era, was occasionally employed in Wells' writing. In this thesis it will be quoted exactly 
as she used it. 
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Chapter 2 
Black and white culture in turn-of the-century America 
The years before and after 1900 were a period of enormous and far-reaching change in 
America's history that impacted virtually every aspect of the country's life. The westward movement 
to settle the frontier, which dominated American's consciousness during most of the nineteenth 
century, created an atmosphere of great restlessness. People were no longer content to stay in one 
place, accept the status quo and live narrow, sheltered lives in the same locations and with the same 
people they had always associated. There was an increased awareness of a bigger world around 
them, and Americans were anxious to know more about it. 
The railroad had made travel over long distances a routine and relatively comfortable 
experience, and for the first time people began to travel from coast to coast for business or pleasure, 
not just because they were relocating to another part of the country. The popular admonition to "go 
wesr (attributed to newspaper publisher Horace Greeley) was being taken seriously on a scale even 
Greeley probably never dreamed of. 
In the North, technological development and industrialization drove everything from the 
movement to settle the frontier to the growth of the cities. In 1862 the Homestead Act made large 
tracts of free or cheap land available to anyone willing to put It into production. New farming methods 
were required to adapt small-scale techniques to the vast expanse of open prairie in the Midwest. 
John Deere's "singing plow," first developed in 1837, permitted the efficient turning of deep-rooted 
prairie grasses and effectively loosened even highly compacted soils. Cyrus McCormick invented a 
mechanical reaper that permitted the efficient harvesting of larger amounts of grain than could be 
done using hand methods. The development of McCormick's harvester and binder in the years 
between 1850 and 1880 automated the whole process of cutting, gathering and bundling small 
grains, and made possible the large-scale production of those crops. In the same period, the 
9 
development of mechanical planters completed the assortment of machinery that enabled the fanner 
to greatly increase his productivity, and gave greater advantage to the large, well-capitalized farmer 
over the small operators who had been the nonn only a few years earlier. 1 
In the cities, particularly in the Northeast, the rise of industry created a whole new social 
order as America began to shift from an agrarian to a primarily industrial society. Immigration brought 
waves of people to America, providing a new source of factory workers to satisfy the country's 
growing demand for manufactured goods. The growth of corporate ownership of whole industries led 
to the concentration of enonnous amounts of wealth in the hands of a relatively small number of 
business leaders, and moguls like Andrew Carnegie, J.P. Morgan and John D. Rockefeller wielded 
unheard-of power. Abuses were inevitable, and the evolution of a national labor movement in 
response to low wages and poor working conditions drastically changed employer-employee 
relations.2 Business and governmental leaders now realized that the welfare of American society was 
becoming increasingly dependent on an educated population that possessed the skills and 
knowledge necessary to keep industry operating. During the last thirty years of the nineteenth 
century the notion of free public education - at least for white Americans-gained increased 
acceptance. The idea of college education for the children of middle-class families, not just those of 
the wealthy, also became widespread, and spawned the establishment of many small, liberal-arts 
colleges. The Morrill Federal Land Grant Act, which created the land grant university system, 
provided higher education in the latest methods of agriculture and technology at public expense. 
Women, too, were beneficiaries of the increased interest in education. High school, as well as 
primary education became standard for all, at least for white students in urban areas. Rapid growth 
of "industrial education" - secondary and post-secondary programs preparing young men and women 
for careers in trades such as carpentry, mechanics, nursing, sewing and domestic science -
demonstrated the growing demand for skilled workers in many areas of the job market.3 The 
1 Faragher, John Mack, et al. Out of Many, A History of the American People. Second edition. Prentice Hall, 
Upper Saddle River, NJ, 1999, p. 342. 
2 Out of Many, p. 356. 
3 Solomon, Barbara Miller. In the Company of Educated Women, A History of Women and Higher Education 
in America. Yale University Press, New Haven, 1985, p. 62-64. 
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women's suffrage movement, which had its beginning in Seneca Falls, New York in 1848, was 
specifically focused on obtaining the right of women to vote, but its efforts went much further than 
that. Education for women was a major concern for advocates of suffrage.4 Beginning in 1861 a 
number of women's colleges were founded. What began wtth Vassar, Smith and Bryn Mawr in the 
decade following the Civil War grew by the end of the century to more than 125 colleges offering 
women education comparable to that available to men at Harvard, Yale and Princeton. Coeducation 
came more slowly, but many of the liberal arts colleges that had originally been open only to men 
began admttting women. By 1880, women constituted 32 percent of college enrollment in the U.S.5 
In the South, change occurred much more slowly as the region struggled to recover from the 
devastation of the Civil War. Primarily a rural, agricultural society, virtually the entire southern 
economy had been built on the advantage of slave labor. Emancipation forced an end to slavery, and 
made the operation of massive plantations economically impossible without the huge numbers of 
unpaid workers required for their operation. And while slavery had ended, the political and economic 
status of newly freed African Americans had yet to be worked out. The four million freed people 
represented roughly one-third of the population of the southern states, but the ratio of blacks to whites 
in individual communities varied enormously. In some areas former slaves constituted as much as 
three-quarters of the population of a communlty.6 
In the postwar South, the most profound transformation in agriculture involved the shift from 
the gang labor methods characteristic of slavery to the operation of small farms by individual families 
in a system of sharecropping. Under sharecropping, former slaves worked small plots of land and 
received a portion of the crop from the landowner. While this method allowed some plantation 
owners to maintain their property holdings, it was less of a victory for the newly freed slaves than a 
defeat for their former owners, who resented even the limited amount of economic independence won 
by the black work force. Black women refused to work in the fields, preferring to remain at home to 
care for children and tend garden plots that provided food for family meals. Likewise, black field 
4 Miller, p. 41. 
5 Faragher et al, p. 367. 
6 Faragher et al, p. 201-202. 
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workers refused to do work such as tending landlords' livestock that did not directly increase their 
share of the cotton crop. The practice of allowing former slaves to work the land in family groups was 
eventually worked out, and on many plantations the arrangement proved to be economically 
successful. In a few cases, blacks were permitted to buy or rent their small plots, but the majority of 
former slaves supported themselves and their families through sharecropping.7 
Politically, blacks embraced their new freedom and took seriously their responsibilities as 
citizens. The Civil Rights Act of 1866 and the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution promised 
full citizenship rights to former slaves. White southerners, however, deeply resented the notion of 
equal rights for people they believed to be their intellectual and moral inferiors. A white 
counterattack, in the form of a secret organization called the Ku Klux Klan, was organized in 
Tennessee in1868. Klansmen, southern whites determined to terrorize and intimidate blacks and 
their white Republican allies, disguised themselves in bedsheets, armed themselves with guns and 
whips, and made night raids on horseback to frighten, beat and murder freed men and women. Klan 
tactics were used to discourage blacks from leaving plantations, attempting to negotiate higher rates 
of pay, and from voting and becoming politically active. 
Federal intervention in 1871 slowed the Klan's power temporarily, but the organization simply 
became more secretive and continued to use tactics of fear, property damage, injury and murder to 
intimidate blacks and discourage them from exercising their hard-won civil rights. No serious effort 
was made to stop Klan terrorism in many sections of the South, and plantation owners thus 
reestablished much of the social and political control they had held over blacks before the war.8 
Industrialization came much more slowly to the South than it had to the northern states. The 
South was almost entirely rural at the end of the Civil War, lacking the large urban areas with high 
population concentrations needed for the establishment of factories. The economic devastation 
experienced by southern landowners after the war made the adoption of new forms of agricultural 
mechanization, which had been rapidly embraced on the frontier, slow in coming to the southern 
states. A few forms of new technology had such a profound effect on some aspect of agriculture that 
7 Faragher et al, p. 305-307. 
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they were adopted with relative speed. For example, the cigarette machine, patented in 1881, 
transformed the tobacco industry by mechanizing every step of cigarette production. The machine 
could produce more than 70,000 cigarettes in a single ten-hour day, compared to the output of 
individual workers who could at best produce 3,000 per day.9 The greater availability of low-priced 
ready-rolled cigarettes created an increased demand for tobacco, and paved the way for the 
development of the massive U.S. cigarette industry, centered in the southern states. 
Educational opportunities for blacks and women in the South also grew at different rates than 
in the North. While middle class white northerners sent both their sons and their daughters to college 
in increasing numbers during the late 1800s, white southerners, struggling with economic problems, 
frequently lacked money for the education of any of their children. Paternalistic southern attitudes 
about proper female roles, moreover, dictated that young whtte women needed education in 
homemaking, childcare and other womanly skills, and that their mothers, grandmothers and other 
female relatives were their proper instructors. "The flower of southern womanhood" ( a popular term 
describing the wives and daughters of white landowners) thus lagged somewhat behind their northern 
sisters in the adoption of higher education.10 
Blacks, on the other hand, rushed to establish educational institutions for themselves. In the 
South, where they were prohibited from attending the same schools and colleges as whites, black 
universities and colleges were founded beginning immediately after the Civil War. During 
Reconstruction, schools were established to educate newly-freed slaves, and these institutions 
frequently included post-secondary programs. Blacks not only wanted education, and plenty of it, for 
themselves; they were strongly aware of the importance of better educational opportunities for their 
children. 
The first educational institution for blacks was Atlanta University, which opened in 1865. Fisk 
University was established the following year. Both of these schools, like most colleges in the North, 
provided a rigorous curriculum in the liberal arts. Black educator Booker T. Washington encouraged 
8 Faragher, p. 305-306. 
9 Faragher, p. 354. 
10 Solomon, p. 55-58. 
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freedmen (and women) to seek a more practical sort of instruction, and in 1880 he founded 
Tuskeegee Institute in Alabama to teach blacks industrial and agricultural techniques and "moral 
uplift." By the tum of the century, black colleges had trained so many teachers that most black 
schools were staffed by blackfaculty.11 
The press, like education and industrialization, grew enormously in the late 1800s. The 
invention of the telegraph in 1844 had made it possible for information to be transmitted almost 
instantaneously over long distances, and created a new type of news reporter, the correspondent. 
During the Civil War, newspapers could publish accurate infonnation about battles, troop movements, 
casualties, victories and defeats within days or even hours of their occurrence instead of the weeks or 
months fonnerly required for such infonnation to reach the home front. Following the War, the 
movement westward included the establishment of new community newspapers, created along with 
new towns to provide infonnation to settlers starved for news about life "back East." The introduction 
of "readyprinr - newsprint sold to local papers with national news stories already printed on one side 
(leaving the reverse blank for the addition of local stories and advertisements) made it possible to 
publish both local and national news in remote communities on the frontier. As papers became 
established in larger cities, direct telegraph lines between main and outpost offices were established, 
and wire services such as The Associated Press served multiple papers more efficiently.12 
The magazine industry, too, flourished in the late 1800s. The rise of a new middle class 
meant that more families could afford the relative luxury of subscriptions to such publications as 
Harper's, Leslie's Illustrated, and Scribner's. Readers anxious for self-improvement could study 
literature, drama and the classics via subscription to Chautaquan, which offered correspondence 
study to those unable to attend college. As national literacy levels rose, so did the demand for 
reading materials, and newspaper and magazine circulation reflected it. 
While the northern press was almost entirely directed at the white and European immigrant 
populations and carried little news of events (except crime reports) in black communities, a parallel 
11 Faragher et al, p. 363-367. 
12 ~mery, Michael, and Edwin Emery. The Press in America. Eighth edition, Allyn & Bacon, Needham 
Heights, MA, 1996, pp. 114--116. 
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press movement began before the Civil War in the South. Providing both a communication tool and a 
voice for the views of slaves and their advocates, the black press struggled against two nearly 
insurmountable obstacles: low literacy rates and lack of solid financial support. Under slavery it had 
been against the law for blacks to learn to read or write, and more than a decade passed after 
emancipation before a significant percentage of the black population gained those skills. 
After the Civil War blacks were at the bottom of the nation's economic ladder, and very few 
had the financial resources to subscribe to newspapers even if they recognized their value. 
Resourcefulness came to the rescue, as it often did in black America. Recognizing that some sort of 
sponsorship of black newspapers was the only way to guarantee their survival, the churches -
already the social, as well as the spiritual center of black community me -- became the vehicle that 
sustained many newspapers. Ministers (often the only educated persons in their communities) 
became newspaper publishers, putting out the small publications that carried news of church 
activities and also local, regional and national news of interest to readers. Presses were sometimes 
housed in churches, and members were encouraged to contribute articles (sometimes called 
"letters.") To solve the problem of low literacy rates, newspapers were read at church and community 
meetings, and individuals who were particularly skilled at reading aloud gained local celebrity status.13 
As the black press evolved from its original role as a sort of local newsletter for individual 
communities into a broader institution serving as a voice for African Americans, it also took on a 
deeper purpose. According to historian Ronald Wolseley, many black journalists now define the 
black press as one that is "owned, produced and intended for black readers in a black environment. "14 
What Wolesley calls "a third proviso" - the notion that the black press is by, for and about one 
segment of the population - makes it unique in purpose, a "special pleading institution" with a mission 
far more important than the mere motive of profit.15 
13 Wolseley, Roland E. The Black Press, U.S.A. Second Edition, Iowa State University Press, Ames, 1990, pp. 
34-42. 
14 Wolseley p. 3. 
15 Wolseley, p. 8-14. 
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Pioneers in the black press movement seemed to sense this mission. The first black papers, 
begun as early as 1827, were almost totally committed to a singular role as vehicles for protest 
against injustices to the race. The first black papers were published in the North and were almost 
entirely aimed at white readers in the hope of gaining support for the abolitionist cause. The earliest 
American black paper is generally considered to be Freedom's Journal, first issued on March 16, 
1827 in New York by Samuel E. Comish and John B. Russwurm. Comish and Russwurm maintained 
a lively debate not only on abolition of slavery, but also on the then-hotly debated matter of 
recolonization (the notion of returning Negroes to Africa or other countries their forbears had originally 
come from), with the two publishers taking opposite sides of the issue.16 
In 1847 The North Star, 17 probably the most famous of the early black papers, was started by 
Frederick Douglass. Douglass, a freedman who had a great career as an orator as well as a 
journalist, was one of the most outstanding black leaders in the struggle for freedom. The North Star, 
and Douglass' several other publications, were important voices in carrying his message to blacks as 
well as whites. 18 
After the Civil War, many new black papers appeared in both the North and the South, often 
with the all-important sponsorship of churches or other community institutions providing both stability 
and credence. In the first six months after the war -- between April, 1865 and January 1866 - at least 
a dozen new papers appeared, half of them in southern states. Two decades later, in 1887, 68 new 
papers were founded, and by1890 at least 595 black newspapers had been established in America.19 
Unlike the pre-war papers, which had focused almost exclusively on issues of slavery and 
freedom, the new papers served a variety of purposes. Some, like The Elevator, launched in San 
Francisco immediately after the war by Philip A. Bell, contained material on science, art, literature and 
drama. The Colored American, begun in 1865 by black Republican party members in Augusta, 
Georgia, was clearly a partisan organ, describing itself as " ... a vehicle for the diffusion of Religious, 
Political and General Intelligence." Others were clearly intended to serve the needs of the churches. 
16 Wolseley, p. 24-25. 
17 Wolseleyp. 34. 
18 Wolseley pp. 30-36. 
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The Star of Zion, published by the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church beginning in 1867, 
survives to the present. It is now a tabloid newspaper, published for the denomination in Charlotte, 
North Carolina. 20 
Most of the early black newspapers were not as successful as The Star of Zion. Hampered 
by lack of financial support, many published for a few months or years before ceasing operations. 
Even the papers supported by churches were not assured of financial security; black churches, like 
newspapers, operated in a precariously hand-to-mouth manner, and most church leaders, including 
pastors, found it necessary to hold other jobs to earn a living. This was equally true of black 
newspaper publishers; with income from the sale of papers and expectation of revenue from 
advertising low at best and always uncertain, most editors and publishers held "bread jobs" outside 
the publishing industry. They ran their papers as labors of love, not as profit-making enterprises. 
Women began to enter the newspaper business late in the 1800s, in both black and white 
journalism. During the years when Margaret Fuller, Carolyn Romney and Elizabeth Cochrane were 
making names for themselves in white newspapers in the cities and on the frontier, Mary V. Cook, a 
black schoolteacher, wrote columns for American Baptist and the South Carolina Tribune. Victoria 
Earle Mathews worked as a reporter in New York during the 1880s, writing for two of the leading 
black papers, the New York Age and the New York Globe. She also published short stories and 
numerous magazine articles, and wrote for v~ious religious and other specialty journals. Mathews 
was a crusader for disadvantaged black women, and enlisted the aid of Booker T. Washington in 
establishing a mission in New York to provide training in sewing, child care and other domestic skills 
for women. She later edited a book of Washington's speeches, Black Belt Diamonds.21 
Ida B. Wells, whose story will be told in greater detail in subsequent chapters, was perhaps 
the most successful black woman journalist of the late 1800s, although her success came at a very 
high price. Wells was a passionate crusader for a variety of civil rights issues, but she was also a 
skillful journalist who used newspapers, pamphlets and other forms of print communication to raise 
19 Wolseley p. 38. 
20 Wolseley pp. 38-39. 
21 Woolsley. Pp. 40-41. 
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public awareness and lay the groundwork for major social change later in the 2fih century. Half a 
continent (and in the parallel world of white journalism) Ida M. Tarbell used the magazine medium to 
raise public awareness of the gross misuse of power in American business. The thorough 
investigative work she did resulted in social and legal changes that still govern the way business is 
conducted in America today. 
The professional lives of Ida B. Wells and Ida M. Tarbell are notable because they are the 
careers of women in an age when women generally did not have careers as journalists. But they are 
also notable because each of these women did far more than merely report news. Wells and Tarbell 
investigated and brought to public attention situations in society which were in need of correction, and 
they aroused public opinion and brought about that change. Each assumed great personal risk to do 
so, and each was extremely effective. A closer examination of the lives of these two women will 
begin, as biography should, with childhood, and with a study of the background and upbringing of 
each of the two ldas. 
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Chapter 3 
Tarbell and Wells: Their formative years 
The rugged, hilly countryside of western Pennsylvania was the scene of a 
happy homecoming in 1860 when Franklin Tarbell returned to his wffe's family fann and 
for the first time met his daughter, Ida Minerva, who had been born on November 5, 
1857 during his absence.1 Tarbell had been gone for nearly three years, exploring the 
possibilities of homesteading west of the Mississippi River in the new state of Iowa. 
Things had not worked out as Franklin had hoped. Economic problems left him broke, 
and he spent two long years working his way back east, doing odd carpentry jobs and 
teaching in rural schools to earn money along the way.2 
On his way home to his wife, Esther, and their two-year-old child Franklin had 
stopped to investigate a new opportunity. Oil had been discovered in Pennsylvania 
along the banks of a little waterway called Oil Creek,3 and opportunities were waiting for 
enterprising young men who were willing to work hard. Tarbell had visited the region, 
and he had an idea. 
After only a few weeks with his family, Franklin left once again, this time for 
what would soon be known as the Oil Region.4 In earlier conversations with some of 
the first producers in the area, he learned that one of the most critical needs was for 
containers that could hold the sticky black liquid that was pouring from the ground. 
1 Fleming, Alice. Ida Tarbell: First of the Muckrakers. Thomas Y. Crowell Company, New 
York, 1971. P. 2. 
2 Tomkins, Mary E: Ida M Tarbell. Twayne Publishing, Inc., New York, 1974. P. 18. 
3 Edwin Drake first struck oil in Pennsylvania in 1859 near what later became the town of 
Titusville. Fleming p.3. 
4 Tomkins, p.11. 
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Tarbell was a skilled carpenter, and he was soon building wooden tanks that held 500 
gallons without leaking. 5 
Oilmen lined up to buy his tanks, and Tarbell had all the work he could handle. 
As soon as he could afford to do so, he built a small house near his shop along Cherry 
Run Creek in what would come to be known as the town of Rouseville, and brought 
Esther and Ida to live with him there.6 Lffe in the Oil Region was quite dnterent from lffe 
on the farm, where the little girl had plenty of room to run and calves, chickens, and 
kittens to play with. In the oil fields houses and oil derricks were built side-by-side, and 
n a driller suspected that an oil deposit existed somewhere underground, he erected 
another derrick and drilled - even ff the spot was right next to a home. Esther Tarbell 
could not hang clean laundry on a clothesline without risking having the clothes 
splattered with oil ff a "gusher'' occurred. And she could not allow Ida to play outside 
because the gooey black liquid seeped up through the ground and collected in puddles 
in the yard. Keeping things clean was nearly impossible. 7 Worse yet, Rouseville - like 
most boom towns-- had a population of gamblers, prostitutes and thieves that did not 
match Esther's notion of the kind of a community in which to raise a child.8 
Nevertheless, the Tarbell family prospered as Franklin sold tanks as fast as he 
could tum them out. Three more children arrived in the next eight years, 9 and finally 
the family simply outgrew the little house. 
By this time Franklin Tarbell had moved on from the tank business; oil 
producers needed bigger containers and preferred the new iron ones that could hold 
two or three times as much oil as the biggest wooden tanks.10 Sensing other 
opportunities, he bought a partial interest in a new group of wells, and became an 
5 Brady, Kathleen. Ida Tarbell: Portrait of a Muckraker. University of Pittsburgh Press, 
Pittsburgh PA,1989. P.11. 
6 Brady, p. 18. 
7 Fleming, pp. 7-8. 
8 Brady, p. 13. 
9 Fleming, p. 9. 
10 Tomkins, p. 22. 
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independent oil producer.11 He also made a deal to buy the Bonna House,12 a once-
grand hotel in a nearby community that had been built during its boom years. The oil in 
that area had played out, and Bonna House was abandoned. Tarbell bought it in 1870 
for a fraction of its original cost and dismantled the building, hauled it to the newly-
created town of Titusville, a few miles from Rouseville, and had the house rebuilt 
there. 13 
The Tarbell family had waited a long time for a new home, and this one was 
larger and much more elegant that the Cherry Run Creek house. Happy to finally be 
living in a real community, the Tarbells helped to establish the amenities they knew it 
needed - especially a church and a school. Franklin and Esther were founding 
members of the Titusville Methodist Church, and the church became one of the most 
important parts of the children's lives as they grew up.14 The family frequently 
entertained clergymen and other church officials in their home when they came to visit 
the new congregation, and Sunday School, youth activities, church suppers, revivals 
and camp meetings were the family's primary sources of social activity. 
Five years after Ida Tarbell's birth in Pennsylvania, Ida Belle Wells was born to 
slave parents in Mississippi on July 16, 1862 -- three years before emancipation. She 
was the oldest of James and Elizabeth (Lizzie) Warrenton Wells' eight children. The 
family lived in the little community of Holly Springs, where Ida's father, like Tarbell's, 
was a skilled carpenter. When slavery was abolished, James Wells continued to work 
for his former owner for a time, but soon bought his own tools and went into business 
for himself. He was respected by both black and white residents of Holly Springs, and 
11 Brady, p. 14. 
12 Sometimes spelled "Bonta" 
13 Brady, p. 17. 
14 Brady, pp. 16--18. 
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his carpentry business grew as rapidly as his family. In the next fourteen years he and 
Lizzie had three more daughters and tour sons.15 
Lizzie Wells, Ida's mother, was a deeply religious woman who, like her 
husband, was illiterate. It had been against the law for slaves to be taught to read and 
write, and after Emancipation she was determined to get as much education as 
possible for herself and her children. 
Ida B. Wells later remembered that her parents stressed the importance of 
education with nearly religious fervor. "Our job" she wrote years later, "was to go to 
school and learn all we could."16 During the years following the Civil War, white 
missionary teachers from the North came into many southern communities, including 
Holly Springs, to establish schools and teach basic reading, writing and mathematical 
skills to former slaves. When she was as young as four years old ( only a year after the 
abolition of slavery), Wells' mother took her to school and remained there with her, 
determined that she was going to learn to read the Bible.17 Ida's precocious nature and 
eagerness to learn attracted the attention of her teachers, and she progressed quickly. 
She practiced her skill at home by reading the Bible with her mother and the newspaper 
to her father. One of her earliest memories was of James Wells inviting his male friends 
to the house to listen as Ida read the paper aloud to them.18 
James Wells was selected by the founders of Rust College19 to serve on the 
school's board of directors. This was a measure of the respect accorded him by both 
the black and white communities in Holly Springs, as well as the white missionaries who 
helped establish the school. Rust College's name was deceptive; it provided not only 
15 McMurry, Linda 0. To Keep The Waters Troubled: The Life of Ida B. Wells. Oxford 
University Press, New York, 1998. Pp. 2-4. 
16 Wells, Ida B. Crusade for Justice. Duster, Alfreda, Ed. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 
1970. P. 9. 
17 Duster p. 9. 
18 Davidson, Sue. Getting the Real Story, Nelly Bly and Ida B. 
Wells. Seattle, Seal Press, 1992. 
19 Originally named Shaw University. Davidson, p. 83. 
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college-level study, but also elementary and secondary education to black children and 
adults.20 
In 1870, at about the same time that Wells was attending elementary school in 
Mississippi, Ida Tarbell (who was twelve years old when her family moved out of the 
oilfields) was thriving in the Titusville school. It was larger and had more learning 
opportunities than the one-room school in Rouseville, 21 and although she felt at first like 
she was scarcely being noticed by her teachers, 22 she soon grew to enjoy the wide 
variety of subjects she could study. Her favorite subject was biology, and she used 
Christmas and birthday money she had saved to buy what she later said had been her 
favorite plaything -- a microscope. While other girls played hopscotch or with their 
dolls, Tarbell preferred to search the woods and fields around Titusville for leaves, 
insects and pebbles to examine under her microscope. It was an endless source of 
fascination, and she never grew tired of using it 23 
Along with the importance of education, Wells' parents-like Tarbell's--taught 
their children the importance of their deep religious faith. In Holly Springs the Wells 
family belonged to the African Methodist Episcopal Church, where Ida was baptized in 
1874 at the age of 12.24 The church played an important role in the family's life, and like 
the T arbells, church activities - socials, prayer meetings, Sunday School and morning, 
evening and midweek services were attended regularly by the Wells family. 
James Wells was also a member and leader in the local Masonic Lodge, 
achieving the rank of Master Mason.25 Ida B. Wells noted in her autobiography that as a 
child, she was aware from a very early age of racial tension in the community. She 
20 Davidson, p. 83. 
21 Fleming pp. 10-11. 
22 Fleming, p. 15. 
23 Brady, p. 14. 
24 McMurry, Linda 0. To Keep The Waters Troubled: The Life of Ida B. Wells. Oxford 
University Press, New York, 1998.P. 12. 
25 This was presumably an all-black lodge, although no documentation for this conclusion is 
available. Since part of the group's work involved protecting the community against attacks by 
the Ku Klux Klan, it seems likely that it was not a racially mixed organization. 
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remembered her mother waiting anxiously at the window for her father to return home 
from lodge meetings on nights when there were rumors of raids on black homes and 
businesses. The Masonic Lodge served as a sort of home guard for the Holly Springs 
black community.26 
Both Wells and Tarbell had profound, life-changing experiences while still in 
their teens. Ida B. Wells' happy childhood came to an abrupt end in the summer of 
1878, when an epidemic of yellow fever swept through Holly Springs. More than half of 
the town's 3,500 residents fled, and many of those who remained became ill with the 
disease. Wells had spent that summer at her grandmother's farm, fifty miles from Holly 
Springs. On a pleasant, late-summer afternoon three men on horseback, Masons from 
Holly Springs, arrived with news for Ida and her grandparents. 
Both James and Elizabeth, as well as their youngest son, nine-month-old 
Stanley, had died of yellow fever. The rest of the children were alive but some of them 
were also ill and were being cared for by neighbors. 27 Despite her grandmother's 
protests that she, too, would be infected, Wells returned to Holly Springs and took over 
the care of her five remaining siblings (another brother, Eddie, had died of spinal 
meningitis several years earlier). When the epidemic finally subsided her father's 
Masonic brothers, who had assumed responsibility for the children, came to the Wells 
home to discuss what was to happen to them. Apprenticeships had been found for the 
two boys, James and George, and foster homes were arranged for Ida's little sisters, 
Lily and Annie. Eugenia (Genie), the sister closest in age to Ida, had a severe spinal 
curvature which caused paralysis in the lower half of her body. Because no home could 
be found for a child with such a severe disability, the Masons said that she would have 
to go to the poorhouse. Ida, they agreed, was old enough to fend for herself. 
Later, Wells noted in her autobiography that she had listened very quietly to 
what the Masons said, and then told them that she knew her parents "would tum over in 
26 Duster, p. 16. 
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their gravesH'lB if their children were separated. Instead, she made a bold and extremely 
mature proposal for a girl who had just turned sixteen: if the Masons would help her to 
find work, she would assume the responsibility for taking care of her family. Two of the 
men suggested that she might find a job as a country schoolteacher. She easily 
passed the examination for the position, and was assigned to a rural school six miles 
from Holly Springs. She was to be paid a salary of twenty-five dollars a month during 
the school term. 29 
Ida B. Wells literally transformed hersett into an adult. She lengthened her 
dresses and took her hair out of pigtails, piling it on top of her head in the style worn by 
women of the day.30 By the time school started in the fall, she had arranged for an old 
friend of her mother's to care for the children during the week while she was at her 
country school. On Fridays she returned to Holly Springs, riding on a mule, and spent 
the weekend cooking, cleaning and doing laundry for the family. On Sunday afternoon 
she rode back to the school to get ready for the next week's classes.31 
Ida Tarbell, too, made a life-changing decision when she was about fifteen 
years old, although not under such dire circumstances. When she reached high school, 
her passion for science in particular and for learning in general continued to grow. She 
gradually made a choice that would affect the rest of her life: instead of marriage and a 
family, she wanted an education and a career.32 For a young white woman in the 
1870s, such a decision was unusual; virtually all women married and spent their lives 
as wives and mothers. Only a few colleges admitted women in the 1870s, and common 
wisdom at the time held that women didn't need education beyond high school. 33 But 
27 Duster, pp. 11-13. 
28 Duster, p. 16. 
29 Duster, p. 16. 
30 Davidson, p. 88. 
31 Duster, p. 14. 
32 Tomkins, p. 20-21. 
33 Fleming, p. 25. 
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Tarbell was an exception. She was detem1ined to attend college and prepare herself 
for a career in science.34 
Her father was surprisingly supportive. Franklin Tarbell, like his wife, had been 
trained as a teacher, and he knew that his older daughter had a brilliant and gifted 
mind. His concern, however - as was Esther's - was for Ida's security and well-being. 
When a visiting minister told the family that Allegheny College in nearby Meadville, PA, 
which was operated by the Methodists, had begun admitting women a few years earlier, 
the college decision became easier. Allegheny was only 30 miles from Titusville, and it 
already had five women in its student body. Franklin felt that since it was run by 
Methodists, the college was a safe and suitable place for his daughter.35 
In 1876, about the same time that Ida B. Wells was teaching school to support 
herself and her family, Ida Tarbell entered Allegheny College. She was nineteen years 
old. Photos taken at the time show a tall, slender young woman with wavy, dark hair 
and a prominent widow's peak. 36 She was the only woman in her freshman class; 
Allegheny had begun admitting women in 187 4, and most of those first female students 
were the daughters of faculty members who lived with their families in Meadville. There 
was no college housing for women, and Ida was given a room in the home of one of the 
minister-faculty members.37 
Despite the pressure of being the only woman in her class and one of the few 
on campus, Tarbell did well at Allegheny. She studied literature, religion, philosophy, 
languages, mathematics and her favorite subjects, the sciences - chemistry, biology 
and botany.38 It was here that she learned to do thorough, precise investigations and to 
keep careful, orderly note - skills she would later use as a journalist. 
34 Tomkins, p. 20. 
35 Fleming, p. 25. 
36 Brady, p. 9 
37 Brady, pp. 26 - 27. 
38 Brady, pp. 26 - 27. 
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Tarbell received a bachelor's degree from Allegheny College in 1880.39 Her 
plan had always been to seek a career in science - specifically, in the field of 
microscopf° (a forerunner to the modem science of microbiology) but no such jobs 
were available to her. Instead, she accepted a teaching posttion at Poland Union 
Seminary, a secondary school in Ohio.41 
Meanwhile in Mississippi, Ida B. Wells struggled with her first teaching job. 
While the arrangement of traveling to and from the school each week was not ideal, it 
worked for awhile. Wells was ambttious, however, and when an aunt suggested that 
she could get a better-paying job by moving to Memphis, Tennessee, she decided to do 
so. A relative in Holly Springs agreed to care for Eugenia, and she arranged for her 
brothers to be apprenticed to local carpenters so they could learn their father's trade. 
Annie and Lily, her two little sisters, would go wtth her.42 
Wells arrived in Memphis in 1883 and soon found a teaching posttion in Shelby 
County, about 50 miles from her aunt's home. As she had done in Holly Springs, she 
traveled to and from her teaching job each weekend, this time by train. During the 
evening and on weekends she studied for the qualifying examination to teach in the 
Memphis Public Schools, which paid a better salary and did not require her to travel. 
In Ohio, at Poland Union Seminary, Ida Tarbell was discovering that her 
teaching job was much more than just demanding; tt was virtually impossible for one 
person to do. In the posttion she was required to shoulder a staggering teaching load -
Greek, Latin, French, German, geology, botany, geometry, trigonometry, plus extra 
work in the evenings conducting review sessions in "verb grammar" and "percentage 
arithmetic" for the area's elementary school teachers. For this massive workload she 
was paid five hundred dollars per year, room and board not included. 43 
39 Tomkins, p. 11. 
4° Fleming, p. 17. 
41 Tarbell, Ida M. All In the Day's Work. The MacMillan Company, New York, 1939. P. 48. 
42 Duster, p. 18. 
43 All in the Day's Work, pp. 50 - 51. 
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Tarbell somehow managed to handle it all. She even taught some real 
grammar and math skills to the elementary teachers when she discovered that they had 
merely been memorizing the answers to the problems in the textbook and had no idea 
how the answers were determined.44 Being the thorough and conscientious scientist 
that she was, Tarbell worked hard, preparing lesson plans and grading student work. 
When her two-year contract was up for renewal, she was sure of two things: that she 
didn't want to renew it, and that she hated schoolteaching. 45 
Unable to find a position other than teaching, and believing that more education 
might make her employable, Tarbell went back to Allegheny College in 1883 and 
earned a master's degree.46 Even with that, she was unable to find an employer who 
would give her an opportunity to work in the field for which she had been trained. 
Reluctantly - and with a great sense of failure-she returned to her parents' home in 
Titusville. 47 
In her autobiography Tarbell noted that when she moved back home in 1883 
she felt utterly defeated, worn down by frustration, and was actually ready to assume 
the role expected of her and get married- if she could find a husband.48 Instead, she 
found a part-time position with Chatauquan, the popular culturaVliterary magazine. The 
job, which she at first did from home, was as an annotator, writing notes and providing 
background information to supplement the rather sophisticated stories, plays and 
poems the magazine published. She was not only very good at this; she found that she 
enjoyed doing it, and soon the magazine's editor was giving her more and more 
responsibility. 49 
Tarbell worked at Chatauquan from 1884 to 1890, and during that time learned 
a great deal about how the magazine industry operated. She wrote and edited material, 
44 All in the Day's Work, p. 52. 
45 All in the Day's Work, p. 54. 
46 Tomkins, p. 11. 
47 Brady, p. 33. 
48 Brady, p. 33. 
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saw her own work published, and very gradually began to make plans for an 
outrageous (by 1880 standards) scheme. She wanted to go to Paris and study the 
French Revolution. 
Since her undergraduate days, Tarbell had been fascinated by French history, 
and in particular by a little-known French Revolutionary heroine, Madame Manon 
Phlipon de Roland. Little about Roland had been published in English beyond the basic 
facts: she had married an aristocrat, had entertained many of the major players in the 
conflict leading to the Revolution, and had died on the guillotine for her apparent 
complicity with the rebellion. 50 Tarbell wanted to learn more about her. She could read 
French fluently (although she had not had much opportunity to speak the language) and 
was sure that she could learn a great deal more about Madame Roland at the 
Sorbonne. 
Tarbell's plan gradually took shape. She would quit her job and travel to Paris, 
where she would study and write about Madame Roland and other French Revolution-
era personalities. To support herself she would write articles about me in Paris for 
American magazines. From her experience at Chatauquan, Tarbell believed she knew 
the kinds of stories American magazine editors would want. She had a little money 
saved, and would use her savings to pay for her steamship passage and to support 
herself until she could get established as a free-lance magazine correspondent. 51 
When Tarbell told her boss at Chatauquan about her plans, he was not 
encouraging. "You're no writer" he told her, adding that, in his estimation, she would 
never make it as a correspondent. He told her the idea was ludicrous, that she was 
being foolish, and refused to accept her resignation.52 Her father, however, was 
cautiously supportive. "I don't know what you can do" he said. "If you think you can do 
49 Brady, p. 35. 
so Brady. Pp. 44-47. 
51 All in the Day's Work, pp. 85 - 88. 
52 All in the Day's Work, p. 87. 
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it, try it.1153 Her father's approval, apparently, was very important. In 1890 Ida Tarbell, at 
the age of 30, quit a secure and reasonably well-paying job with a successful magazine. 
She packed $150 in savings, two dresses and some writing materials, and sailed for 
Paris.54 
Six years earlier, in Memphis, Ida B. Wells had begun her new job teaching 
school in Shelby County, Tennessee. This job paid more than her position in Holly 
Springs, and commuting by train was easier and more comfortable. Her long-term 
objective was to pass the qualifying examination for teachers in the Memphis public 
schools, which would pay an ever better salary, and she spent much of her free time on 
weekends studying for it. 
One of the pivotal experiences that helped to shape Ida B. Wells' lifetime 
commitment to cMI rights occurred on May 4, 1884. 55 On that day she boarded a 
Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad train for the return trip to her school, and took her usual 
seat in the "ladies' car" - part of the regular coach section. Her autobiography records 
what happened next . 
. . . he [the conductor] told me I would have to go to the other car. 
I refused, saying that the forward car was a smoker, and as I was 
in the ladies' car I proposed to stay. He tried to drag me out of the 
seat, but the moment he caught hold of my arm I fastened my teeth 
in the back of his hand. 56 
53 All in the Day's Work, p. 88. 
54 Tomkins, pp. 30 - 32. 
55 Duster, p. 18. 
56 Duster, p. 18. 
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Wells was thrown off the train for refusing to move to a segregated section. There were no Jim 
Crow laws (requiring segregation of blacks) in Tennessee at the time, but since the repeal of the Civil 
Rights Act by the Supreme Court in 188357 there had been "efforts all over the South to draw the color 
line on the railroads."58 When Wells returned to Memphis, she hired a lawyer and filed a lawsuit 
against the railroad. After numerous delays the case finally went to trial, and she was awarded five 
hundred dollars in damages. The Memphis Daily Appeal reported the judgment on December 25, 
1884 with the headline A Darky Damsel Obtains a Verdict for Damages Against the Chesapeake & 
Ohio Railroad. 59 
Wells' triumph was short-lived. The railroad appealed to the Tennessee Supreme Court, and 
a less-sympathetic judge overturned the verdict. Many years later she learned that her case had 
been the first in which a Negro in the South had appealed to a state court since the repeal of the 
federal Civil Rights Act. Had she won that judgment, it would have established a precedent that 
would have affected every railroad in the South. 60 
Wells passed the qualifying exam and obtained a teaching position in the Memphis schools 
before the lawsuit was settled. Without the long commute each weekend, she had time to get 
involved in the active social life of the urban black middle class. The churches in Memphis were 
central to much of this activity, and Wells became an active member of a local African Methodist 
Episcopal congregation. In 1885 she was invited to submit a "letter" (article) to The Uving Way, a 
weekly newspaper affiliated with the church.61 It was the first step on the road to a career that would 
change her life completely. 
Arriving in Paris in 1890, Ida Tarbell settled into the Latin Quarter, living there just as that part 
of the city was beginning to gain a reputation as a home for its literary and artistic community. She 
found a room in a pension owned by a Madame Bonnet, 62 who became something of a surrogate 
mother to the young American. Tarbell immersed herse~ in the libraries at the Sorbonne and the 
57 Duster, p. 18. 
58 Duster p. 18. 
59 Duster, pp. 17 - 20. 
60 Duster, p. 20. 
61 Duster, p. 23. 
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University of Paris, reading and taking careful notes on everything she could find about Madame 
Roland. She also soaked up Parisian culture, attending Madame Bonnet's Wednesday evening 
salons where she met local residents as well as other visttors from abroad.63 
A few months later, when her money began to run low, Tarbell sent a tentative feeler to 
several American newspapers and magazines, including two of the leading publications of the day, 
Harper's and Scribner's. She had written conversational, first-person stories about everyday life in 
Paris, and was pleasantly surprised when Scribner's bought one of them. The $100 payment she 
received not only gave her badly needed money for rent and food; tt provided a huge boost to her 
self-confidence. 64 
Encouraged, Tarbell began to market her stories more aggressively, writing to other 
magazines and mentioning that Scribner's had already accepted her work. While she did not earn a 
lot of money during the years she spent in Paris ( at one point she had to pawn her winter coat to pay 
her rent65), she did manage to support herself and live in Paris for nearly three years. 
One of the magazines that had published Tarbell's work was a new publication called 
McClure's. Based in New York, the magazine was named for tts owner/publisher, S.S. McClure. 
Sometime in 1891, while on a trip to Europe wtth his wife, McClure tracked down and called on Ida 
Tarbell in her Paris flat. His intention had been to meet the woman who had been sending him 
stories. McClure asked her to wrtte an addttional series of articles for his magazine on the 
accomplishments of the great French scientists. This was exactly the kind of assignment Tarbell had 
dreamed of - an opportunity to interview some of the most famous people in the world, including 
Louis Pasteur. It was a chance to finally use her scientific education.66 
62 Fleming, p. 45. 
63 Fleming, pp. 48 - 49. 
64 All in the Day's Work, p. 97. 
65 Fleming, pp. 56 - 57. 
66 Fleming p. 54. 
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The series apparently pleased McClure. In the fall of 1893 he offered Tarbell a position with 
McClure's as a staff writer. She sailed for America - and a lifetime commitment to journalism - in the 
summer of 1894. 67 
The growing-up years of Ida M. Tarbell and Ida B. Wells were times when they figured out 
who they were, what they wanted to do with their lives, and how they were going to accomplish those 
goals as they understood them at the time. Much of Tarbell's determination to tell the real story of 
John D. Rockefeller and Standard Oil, for example, can be traced directly to her roots in the Oil 
Region, as well as her willingness to take a less-traveled path and pursue experiences few 
Americans had an opportunity for. Likewise, Ida B. Wells, knowing firsthand the discrimination and 
second-class treatment accorded people of her race, determined that she would not follow the path of 
least resistance accepted by most African-Americans in the post-Civil War years. Instead, she 
determined to stand up and fight for what she believed she - and the rest of her people - were 
entitled to as Americans. It was the lessons of her very difficult childhood - work hard, never stop 
learning, and stand up for yourself and those you care about - that shaped Ida B. Wells into the 
crusader and reformer that she became. 
The next section will examine in some detail the adult lives and most productive years of the 
two ldas. For Tarbell there is much to tell, because she remained active in journalism for the rest of 
her very long life (her last major work, her autobiography, was written when she was nearly 80). In 
the case of Wells less is known; her brilliant national career in civil rights lasted for a number of years, 
but she eventually began to work primarily on a local, and much less public, level. Much of the 
documentation for this portion of Wells' life does not survive. The rise of interest in African-American 
history during the 1970s and 80s resulted in a renewed interest in Ida B. Wells' contributions, and 
new research and several recent publications lend credence to the enormity of her importance in 
American civil rights history. 
67 Tomkins, pp. 24 - 27. 
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Chapter 4 
Gaining a foothold: The two ldas as young professionals 
Neither Ida B. Wells nor Ida M. Tarbell started their professional lives as journalists. In fact, 
each woman began her career as a teacher. Tarbell's move from the classroom to the newsroom 
was based in large measure on her dissatisfaction with teaching. She also might not have made the 
transition from an acceptable spinster's career to the rough and tumble of journalism had it not been 
for the support provided by her father, who was willing to encourage Ida M.'s plunge into 
nonconformity. 
Wells, on the other hand, fell into journalism almost by accident while she was working as a 
teacher, and could only afford to be a journalist because she had a regular salary from her day job. 
While Tarbell seemed to be advancing in her journalistic career with her family's support, a plan and 
specttic goals, Ida B. Wells stumbled into the publishing business without the benefit of anyone to 
support or encourage her. Instead, she was inspired by outsiders who were impressed by her 
personality and persuasive speech skills, and who recognized that she had potential as a writer. 
In spite of these disparate career paths, the two women shared an important trait that 
contributed greatly to their early professional decisions: Both were strong-minded women who were 
willing to take chances in a largely white, male-dominated society. 
Tarbell, as a result of her experience at The Chatauquan, knew that she wanted a career as 
a writer when she went to Paris in 1897. Part of her plan for this great adventure, in fact, was that 
she would use her journalistic skills to support herseff by writing articles about her experiences for 
American magazines. This notion had seemed a bit naive to her old boss at Chatauquan, and 
probably to others who heard of it. But her iron determination had earned the support of the one 
person who really mattered to her, her father. Franklin Tarbell had given his blessing to the 
endeavor, and that alone seemed to be the stamp of approval Ida M. needed to quit a secure job and 
34 
move to Paris. In the summer of 1893 Tarbell was offered a job as a staff writer with McClure's. With 
most of her work on Madame Roland completed, she accepted the offer and sailed for home, secure 
in the knowledge that her career in journalism was on solid footing. 
Ida B. Wells, by comparison, stumbled into journalism - as she had stumbled into teaching -
without any prior intention of doing so. Established in Memphis with an elementary-school position 
that did not require her to travel to and from work, she was finally able to enjoy the cultural 
opportunities available within the city's flourishing black middle-class community. Teachers, lawyers, 
doctors, ministers and merchants had created an intellectual circle in which social events were 
numerous and great importance was attached to high fashion, good manners and gracious 
entertaining. 
Much of this socialization took place in churches, which always seemed to function as the 
social, as well as the spiritual, center of black communities. Several of the mainstream 
denominations - especially Methodist, Baptist and Christian - had established black branches, and 
built churches in the area on and around Beal Street. Lectures, concerts, plays and dramatic 
readings were held several nights a week, and these activities attracted audiences from across the 
community. Wells, whose slightly higher salary (compared to what she had received in the country 
schools) gave her a little disposable income, had taken elocution lessons, and she was occasionally 
invited to give presentations. 
Wells' outgoing personality, poise and articulate manner attracted the attention of Rev. R.N. 
Countee, pastor of one of the large black churches in that area of Memphis. Countee was also the 
editor and publisher of a small weekly newspaper, The Living Way, which in the manner of the time 
was connected with his church but published general news of interest to the entire Memphis black 
community. After hearing of Wells' experience with the Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad, he invited her 
to write an article about it for his paper.1 
Wells accepted the invitation, and wrote an article which appeared under her name. Thus 
began a career as a crusading journalist that would continue, more or less, for the next forty years. 
1 Duster,pp. 19-21. 
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The first article, which she wrote as an editorial column in the first person, received considerable 
attention, and Wells was almost immediately asked to write a regular column for The Living Way. 
At this point, Wells decided to adopt the pen name. No explanation exists as to why she 
chose to write anonymously, although it was - to some extent - the manner of the period. It is 
plausible to speculate that she might have been concerned lest her journalistic commentaries offend 
her employer, the Memphis Public School System administrators. Perhaps there was concern about 
the appropriateness of a teacher "speaking out" in the press. Or perhaps the concern was for the 
propriety of a woman writing opinion articles that did not focus exclusively on womanly matters such 
as fashion, homemaking or child care. In this latter sense, Wells stood apart from other women, 
black or white, because she opted instead to wrtte mainly on issues related to civil rights. She also 
provided information ( and opinions) on a variety of other topics dealing with the role, plight and 
advancement of the black people of Memphis and the nation. 
As a result, columns by "Iola" attracted the attention of editors of other papers with which The 
Living Way was exchanged, and soon her columns were being reprinted in papers as far away as 
New York.2 While continuing her career as a teacher, Ida B. Wells had almost by accident become a 
journalist, and she had almost immediately acquired a bit of fame in doing so. 
In contrast, Ida M. Tarbell had no problem with seeing her name in print. While both women 
clearly enjoyed the recognition of having their work published, TarbeH, from her days at The 
Chatauquan, understood the importance of building a solid reputation as a writer of quality material. 
Wells, on the other hand, seems to have been primarily concerned with writing as a means of 
supplementing her income, and did not want her journalistic activities to endanger her reputation as a 
teacher. 
Working conditions at McClure's in New York City and The Living Way in Memphis were 
vastly different. McClure's, a nationally circulated monthly magazine in the early stages of 
development, was headed by men who had good business sense and experience in the publishing 
industry. S.S. McClure and his partner, John Phillips, had a clear idea of the kind of magazine they 
2 Davidson, pp. 91 - 94. 
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wanted to grow. It was to be a publication aimed at the newly-emerging white American middle class. 
As the Industrial Revolution had brought much of America off the farm and into the cities, literacy 
rates increased and the demand for reading material grew. Magazines provided a convenient and 
regular way of receiving news about topics of current interest, and they were an appealing way for 
manufacturers of all sorts of consumer goods to advertise their products directly to American 
households. 
The biggest problem with magazines at the tum of the twentieth century was their cost. 
Scribner's, the leading magazine of the time, had a cover price of 35 cents in 1894,3 a sum that made 
it affordable only by upper- and upper-middle class readers. This was largely due to the high labor 
costs involved in setting of type, printing on slow, single-impression presses, and the enormous 
expense of producing the woodcut engravings that were the only practical way of including 
illustrations until the invention of the half-tone screen in the late 1890s.4 Scribner's and other 
magazines of the time were publications crammed full of closely-spaced small print, usually with a 
woodcut illustration on the cover and only a few more scattered through the pages. There was a 
great deal of reading material in each issue, but the format was neither appealing nor easy to wade 
through.5 
McClure's would be a very different magazine. The invention of new techniques of 
photoengraving meant that photographs could be reproduced directly on the printed page. This 
method was both more realistic and much less expensive than woodcuts, but it was another 15 years 
before the technology was available for the use of high speed presses. Nor was the concept of 
adding more photographs immediately accepted by many publishers because photos were regarded 
skeptically by some as robbing space from the printed word.6 McClure's, however, embraced 
photographs wholeheartedly. New mechanized methods of typesetting and printing meant that, with 
the right equipment, the magazine could be produced cheaply and in larger quantities than had 
previously been possible. McClure wanted his magazine to be affordable by even families of modest 
3 Tomkins, p. 42/ 
4 Emmerson, J. Thomas. Unpublished lecture notes. Ames, IA, 2001. 
5 Emery, pp. 190 - 191. 
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income, and set the cover price at 15 cents per copy- a figure hitherto unheard of in the modem 
magazine business. 7 
In order to attract subscribers and advertisers, McClure and Phillips knew that they had to 
produce a magazine that people wanted to read. The main focus, therefore, would be on stories 
about famous people, liberally illustrated with photos. The two assembled a staff of writers and 
editors that was to grow into one of the finest in the publishing business.8 
The magazine's first editorial offices were located at 743 Broadway in New York. When Ida 
Tarbell began working there, her salary was forty dollars a week, 9 four times what she had been paid 
as a teacher only a few years earlier. She was provided with a small private office equipped with a 
large roll-top desk in which to work. 10 She preferred to wrfte in longhand, refusing to adopt the use of 
a typewriter until much later in her career.11 
The atmosphere in the office was almost electric. S.S. McClure set the tone. He was "high-
strung, mercurial, seized by hourly brainstorms." Rudyard Kipling once described him as "A cyclone 
in a frock coat.1112 One of Tarbell's colleagues, Ray Stannard Baker, remembering his first visit to the 
office, wrote that - even with McClure absent - "it was the most stimulating, yet intoxicating editorial 
atmosphere then existent in America - or anywhere else."13 Many of the nation's best writers stopped 
in and often ended up spending long lunches discussing the important social, political and military 
leaders of the nation. Even without the famous visitors Tarbell had fifteen or twenty colleagues 
around her to talk about the state of publishing in general and magazines in particular.14 
In stark contrast, circumstances and conditions at The Living Way could not have been more 
different. Like most black newspapers at the time, The Living Waywas a somewhat haphazard 
production. Its circulation, for which no records remain, was probably in the hundreds or a few 
6 Emmerson. 
7 Lyon, Peter. Success Story: The Life and Times of S.S. McClure. Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, 1963. 
P. 123. 
8 Lyon, Preliminary Note, p. 2. 
9 All in the Day's Work, p. 148. 
10 All in the Day's Work, p. 157. 
11 Tomkins, p. 111. 
12 Chernow, Ron. Titan, p. 438. 
13 Brady, p. 104, and Chernow, p. 439. 
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thousand, and in the manner of many black papers of the time, was probably sold by the copy in the 
church from which it was published each week. Its press and offices were located on the premises 
of the Beale Street African Methodist Episcopal Church in Memphis, and Rev. Countee handled the 
duties of writer, editor, publisher, printer, advertising salesman and circulation manager after he had 
taken care of his pastoral duties.15 In addition, many pastors of black churches held outside jobs to 
support their families, and it is likely that Countee held a "bread job" in addition to his many other 
responsibilities. There was little opportunity for the paper's staff (Countee, Wells, and any other 
contributing writers or staff members) to interact, share ideas, or discuss plans for the paper. 
When Wells was asked to write a regular column for The Living Way, she was provided with 
neither office space nor a salary. Like Tarbell, her usual method was to write in longhand, working at 
a small desk in her room at the house where she was a boarder, and she delivered the finished 
columns to Rev. Countee each week.16 The columns were set in type, almost certainly by hand but 
possibly using a second-hand linotype machine, in a shop located somewhere in the church building. 
No information about the type of printing equipment used is available, but strong likelihood exists that 
The Living Way was printed on a hand-operated, single-impression press such as the Washington 
Hand Press. 
Wells was supposed to be paid one dollar per column, but her diary entries at the time reveal 
that The Living Way was always behind in its payments.17 Later, when the column was reprinted in 
other papers, she received payment - but was frequently paid in copies of the papers, not in cash. 
To convert the "payments" into income, she had to sell the papers, usually at 10 cents per copy.18 
Wells continued to submit columns, although she fretted about not getting paid for her work. 
She needed the extra income but did not depend entirely on it, since her teacher's salary met most of 
her everyday needs. Wells clearly enjoyed seeing her work in print, and liked the local and regional 
14 Chernow, pp. 438-439, and Brady, pp. 104--105. 
15 DeCosta-Willis, Miriam (Ed). The Memphis Diaries of Ida B. Wells, p. 47. 
16 DeCoster-Willis (ed), p. 21. 
17 DeCoster-Willis, pp. 57-59. 
18 DeCoster-Willis (Ed), p. 74. 
39 
attention it brought her. At least at first that seemed to be enough compensation to keep her 
interested. She also enjoyed the freedom she had to write about any topic she chose. 
Ida Tarbell, on the other hand, while enjoying rather sumptuous working conditions, was told 
what she was to write and was closely supervised by her editors. McClure assigned her stories that 
she would be good at - such as biographies. 
What Tarbell lost in flexibility was more than compensated for in the amount of time allowed 
for writing. S.S. McClure was a classic writer's publisher. He had great respect for the abilities of his 
hand-picked staff. He had invested much of his personal fortune - and that of his wrre- in McClure's 
Magazine, and logically would be expected to press his staff for quick work. But S.S. believed that 
the key to building circulation lay in quality stories. And he also was convinced that good journalism 
could not be hurried, even H It took months or - in some cases - even years. 
As a result, he had made an extraordinary commitment to editorial content by hiring his own 
full-time writing staff and paying them a salary while they researched and wrote. This was in total 
contrast to other magazines, which routinely bought completed articles from free-lance journalists. 
For example, most freelancers would have considered a two-month lead time something of a luxury. 
At McClure's the emphasis was on quality, and Tarbell generally had all the time she needed to 
develop a story - a sharp contrast to Ida B. Wells' weekly deadlines. 
In fact, Tarbell's first assignment for McClure's involved what she considered an impossibly 
short two-month deadline. S.S. wanted a full-scale biography of Napoleon Bonaparte in 60 days. 
Tarbell protested that she had needed three years just to research Madam Roland, a considerably 
less-important subject. Normally McClure would have agreed, but he was in a tight spot. His 
competition - especially Century- had already done major pieces on Bonaparte, who had achieved a 
kind of box-office idol status in both the US and France at the time. The real pressure on Tarbell was 
created by the fact that McClure had secured permission from a wealthy Washingtonian, Gardnier 
Green Hubbard, to publish his extensive collection of Napoleon portraits. McClure wanted to include 
a biography of Napoleon along with the images, but Hubbard insisted on approving the manuscript 
before allowing his portrait collection to be used with it Sometime earlier in 1894 McClure's had 
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announced that the illustrated series would begin in November of that year. 
In August, Hubbard had rejected the first biography that McClure had had written. Desperate 
to make deadline, McClure assigned the Napoleon piece to Tarbell and gave her a scant two months 
to write the story. Normally such an assignment for McClure's would have included time for the 
author to visit Paris to do research. In this case, Tarbell was told that she would have to write her 
profile based on Hubbard's extensive collection of books on Napoleon and whatever she could find in 
the Congressional Library in Washington D.C.19 By her own admission Tarbell was a bit grumpy over 
what she considered an impossibly short deadline for a story of depth and significance, but surprised 
herself by managing to complete the first of seven installments within six weeks. 20 It was not as 
detailed nor as scholarly as The Centurys piece, but It turned out to be well-suited to accompany 
Hubbard's portraits. 
Tarbell's work, while always thorough and careful, was still subjected to a rigorous internal 
editing process at McClure's. She, like the other writers on staff, enjoyed the benefits (and 
frustrations) of being queried or even challenged by colleagues whose job It was to insure accuracy 
and readabillty. In fact, each installment of her Lincoln and Napoleon series was read three times by 
McClure himself. And if the third reading no longer interested S.S., she was told to rewrite the 
article.21 
By contrast, Ida B. Wells received no editing, had no edltorial guidance, and had no cadre of 
colleagues to work with. It is reasonably certain that, while the topic for her first article (the railroad 
lawsult) was suggested by her editor, topics for subsequent columns were entirely her own choice. 
No copies of these early papers remain, but her diary entries for the period suggest that most of what 
she wrote dealt with civil rights issues.22 Mistreatment of blacks by whites was not always the main 
theme. She was also quick to attack incompetence, moral deficiency, or poor behavior in her own 
people.23 
19 Tomkins, pp. 36-38. 
20 Tomkins, pp. 38-39. 
21 Brady, p. 99. 
22 DeCoster-Willis (Ed), pp. 2-6. 
23 Duster, p. 33. 
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Wells' editor seemed to be willing to print anything she wrote exactly and without editing -
except where her columns could have serious repercussions on the paper or the black community. 
Even then, it is not clear whether she was asked to pull many punches. In her diaries Wells 
complains about some conditions of her writing job, such as having to sell copies of the papers her 
columns appeared in, but she seldom mentions having to rewrite or make changes suggested by her 
editor.24 
Additionally, Wells faced weekly deadlines, while Tarbell was working for a monthly and was 
not expected to produce for every number. Wells' next column was always due just seven days after 
the previous one. She was almost certainly expected to produce something for every issue, although 
given the low pay and chronic staff shortages it is unlikely that she would have lost her job at The 
Living Way if she had missed an issue or taken time off. It would, however, have been seen as a 
breach of faith to the cause. For a black weekly paper like The Living Way with almost no staff there 
remained the eternal problem of filling the space - a frustration which Wells mentioned in her diary.25 
There is no evidence that Ida 8. Wells wrote many stories that required months or even weeks of 
research, but if she did so such assignments would have been in addition to the demands of her 
weekly column. 
Ida 8. Wells was paid to produce words, not to produce good entertainment for the middle 
class. At the same time, she and her publisher, Rev. Countee, were on their own sort of mission to 
inform, unite and educate the black community and, hopefully, to entertain it at the same time. 
Each of the two ldas was a success from the outset, and each proved herself a vital, if not 
indispensable cog in her respective operation. In Tarbell's case, the numbers told the story. In the 
first few months after her Napoleon series appeared, McClure's circulation jumped from 40,000 to 
75,000 or 80,000. By the time the Napoleon series concluded, the magazine's circulation had 
surpassed the 100,000 mark.26 Another kind of figures measured the early success of Ida B. Wells. 
These were the numbers of other black papers that reprinted her columns and the number of black 
24 DeCoster-Willis (Ed.), pp. 71-109. 
25 DeCoster-Willis (Ed.). p. 74. 
26 Lyon, p. 132. 
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people who began to notice her work. Neither number can be quantified, but it is clear that Wells the 
columnist enjoyed early and significant success, not only in Memphis and the state of Tennessee, but 
also throughout the surrounding southern states.27 
As "Iola," Wells was a hit, both for her straight-talking content and because of the novelty of 
its author being a woman. Female journalists were rare in the 1890s, and a black woman writing a 
newspaper column that was being reprinted in black publications around the country was extremely 
unusual. It is likely that Wells was, in fact, one of the first "syndicated" female columnists, and she 
clearly enjoyed the attention it gave her. It is also likely that the popularity of the column, and the 
reason it was reprinted in so many other papers, was as much due to its being written by a woman as 
for its content. Nevertheless, Wells' column was an immediate sensation and it made "Iola" a 
household word in many black communities even if few people knew who she actually was. It was 
not long, however, before that mystery was solved and Ida B. Wells became a household name in her 
own right in black communities. 
It is difficult to know whether Ida B. Wells was handicapped in her early journalistic endeavors 
because she was a woman. Perhaps her use of a pseudonym was an indicator that she was. On the 
other hand, in the rough-and-tumble world of black journalism it is possible that she was welcomed 
because she was literate, articulate and passionate. In that case, being a woman may have been a 
positive advantage to Wells because she could relate to the gender that was, in many ways, most 
important in southern black culture. Her refusal to sit in the segregated black compartment of the 
passenger train doubtless earned her widespread respect among black males, who could easily see 
her as someone who took no nonsense from anyone. 
On the other hand, Ida M. Tarbell appears not to have encountered any particular resistance 
as a woman in a man's profession. Although her editor at Chatauquan doubted that she could make 
a go of it in Paris as a freelancer, that view would probably have been generally held of a young man 
with the same ambitions. It is probably fair to say that Tarbell secured her reputation through her 
Parisian writings - so much so that S.S. McClure appears to have had no reservations about hiring 
27 DeCoster-Willis, pp. 22-23. 
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her as the first woman in his editorial office. Indeed, she was arguably a real pioneer when it came to 
penetrating the glass mirror that viewed journalism as a field that was 96 percent male.28 
Thus, by the time Tarbell arrived at McClure's she had received the S.S. imprimatur, but that 
didn't automatically guarantee a friendly reception. The evidence is fragmented, but there is nothing 
to indicate that Tarbell was shunned or demeaned because of her gender. In fact, her reputation 
preceded her - as a talented and capable writer and an impeccable researcher. She seems to have 
been regarded as an equal, not as an oddity. In fact, perhaps because she was a woman but 
certainly because of her personality and temperament, Tarbell became a kind of mother confessor as 
well as a mediator within the editorial offices at McClure's. The great muckraker Lincoln Steffens 
observed in his autobiography that the staff regarded Tarbell as the office peacemaker who often 
served as both arbiter and voice of reason when a deadlock occurred over some major or minor 
decision. "She would pick out the sense in each of our contentions" Steffens wrote, "and putting them 
together with her own good sense, gave me a victory over S.S., him a triumph over Phillips and took 
away from all of us only the privilege of gloating. The interest of the magazine was pointed out, and 
we and she went back to work."29 
Wells, too, seems to have gained the trust and respect of men with whom she worked. This 
is evidenced not only by the freedom Countee gave her in story selection and editorial content, but 
also by the responsibility entrusted her by her co-workers at the paper she later bought an interest in, 
the Free Speech. 
This opportunity occurred because Wells had demonstrated both writing talent and sheer 
determination within the black newspaper community. It was largely because of the respect of her 
male colleagues that Wells received her next big break. In 1889, after she had been teaching school 
in Memphis for five years Wells became a publisher herself. "Since the appetite grows for what it 
feeds on" she wrote years later, "the desire came to own a paper.,,ao 
Her opportunity came with a small weekly called The Free Speech and Headlight, which had 
28 United States Census, 1890. 
29 Steffens, Lincoln. The Autobiography of Lincoln Steffens, pp. 393-394. 
30 Duster, p. 35. 
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carried her columns. Its editor, the Rev. F. Nightingale, pastor of the Beale Street Baptist Church in 
Memphis, persuaded his business manager partner, J.L. Fleming, to offer Wells a one-third interest in 
the paper. 31 No record exists of the amount Wells paid for her share of the Free Speech and 
Headlight, but the price could not have been high. In diary entries written at the time, Wells 
continually mentions being short of funds, having little or no savings, and of trying unsuccessfully to 
collect money owed her by papers which had published her columns. 32 The terms of her purchase 
must also have been generous, because it is doubtful that she could have afforded to pay even a 
modest lump sum for it. 
As further evidence of the confidence she was building, Nightingale soon turned the 
editorship of the paper over to Wells (on the grounds that his church duties required more of his 
time.)33 One of Wells' first moves as editor was to drop the word "Headlight" and make the paper's 
name simply The Free Speech. Next she and Fleming set out to put the paper on a passable, if not 
sound, financial footing. In this respect they were reasonably successful in comparison to many other 
black papers. Fleming was an astute salesman who routinely collected two hundred dollars or more 
each month from white business owners. Being affiliated with the largest Baptist church in Memphis 
gave the paper an additional advantage: The Free Speech was available for purchase in the church 
on Sundays, and regularly sold 500 copies each week. 34 
In looking at the two ldas' journalistic experiences before their big stories, one more contrast 
should be noted. Ida M. Tarbell had no assignment or story that provoked any negative response 
from the public. To the contrary, she had been highly praised for her biographical studies of 
Napoleon and Lincoln and does not appear to have encountered even one uncooperative source. 35 
Ida B. Wells, on the other hand, had literally grown up surrounded in controversy that affected her 
personally. Admittedly, a great deal of it could have been avoided if she had not felt compelled by her 
conscience to challenge authority and demand a better deal for blacks. One of the most significant -
31 Duster, p. 35. 
32 DeCosta-Willis, pp. 136-139. 
33 Duster, pp. 36-37. 
34 Duster, p. 35. 
35 Brady, pp. 91-93, 100-101, 103, 106. 
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and instructive - experiences she had during her fonnative journalistic years occurred two years after 
taking over editorship of The Free Speech. 
During her seven years as a teacher in Memphis, Wells had grown progressively more 
disturbed by what she regarded as the seriously substandard education and facilities being provided 
for black children by the city's white administrators. Finally in 1891, she wrote an editorial 
denouncing the "few and utterly inadequate buildings" and the quality of teachers, "many of whose 
mental and moral character were not the best. "36 
Wells then asked her partner, Rev. Nightingale, to sign his name to the piece since she 
feared dismissal from her teaching job if she were listed as the author of the editorial. Nightingale 
refused, and Wells decided to publish the editorial unsigned. It's impossible to know whether she did 
this because she felt strongly about the issue or because she naively believed she would be 
protected by the cloak of anonymity. In any case, the Memphis school administration concluded that 
she was the culprit. Her contract was not renewed on the eve of the new tenn. When she pressed 
for an explanation, Wells was told bluntly that she was fired because of criticism contained in The 
Free Speech.37 
From this experience, Wells learned that criticism of the ways of the white establishment 
would almost inevitably lead to retaliation of some kind. More surprisingly, she discovered that other 
blacks, including the parents of her pupils and other children in the schools, did not support her for 
speaking out against the status quo. "I learned that I could not count on thar she wrote. 38 The other 
thing Wells learned, as a result of a very unpleasant experience, was that she thoroughly enjoyed the 
newspaper business. "I felt sure" she wrote "that I had found my vocation."39 
While the nature and difficulty of their individual climbs to success as journalists were very 
different, Wells and Tarbell shared one important common barrier: Both were attempting to succeed 
in a field largely dominated by men. And each of them triumphed in this respect, although their 
approaches were different. Wells held down a traditional full-time teaching position, as any 
36 Duster, p. 36. 
37 Duster, p. 37. 
38 Duster, p. 37. 
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respectable young working woman would. She then branched out into journalism, which made It 
difficult for men (or women) to criticize her for going beyond her station. In the process, she earned 
the respect of black leaders for being able to handle the workload of teaching and simultaneously 
bringing out a newspaper each week.40 
Tarbell, on the other hand, already had a track record by the time McClure hired her. That 
did not, however, guarantee acceptance by his staff. However, her manner and personality were so 
agreeable that her male colleagues did not feel threatened. Most men treated her with respect and 
even regarded her with some awe because she was just like them, only not.41 As Witter Bymner, 
McClure's poetry editor, put It, Tarbell was "pacifier and arbiter, guide, philosopher and friend.1142 
Feminism - or femininity- also played a positive role in aspects of each woman's early 
career. Both used the force of their personalities to develop important contact networks. Tarbell 
seems to have developed an approach that encouraged sources, however reluctant, to warm up and 
open up. The benefits of her many other assets - her education, her Parisian experience, and her 
intellect- also stood her in good stead. But contrary to what might have been expected of a spinster 
woman of the early 2r.1' century, she was also a great schmoozer - particularly with men, but also 
with the wives of her targets. By nature Tarbell was a private, reserved person whose ultimate goal 
seemed to be to deflect attention from herself by any available means. Keeping others talking 
themselves and their interests was an effective method of gaining information while protecting her 
own privacy.43 She also developed an excellent list of contacts and seemed to have an uncanny 
knack for getting people - however reluctant - to talk to her.440ne reason for this, according to Brady, 
was Tarbell's great empathy. "She had the intuitive gift of understanding other's feelings.1145 
Tarbell's skills were amply illustrated by the case of Robert Lincoln, son of the late President. 
After her success with Napoleon, S.S. McClure wanted Tarbell to do a series on Abraham Lincoln's 
39 Duster, p. 39. 
40 Duster, p. 35. 
41 Brady, pp. 65, 105, 115-118. 
42 Brady, p. 119. 
43 Brady, pp. 103, 115-116, 150-151. 
44 Chernow, p. 460. 
45 Brady, p. 151. 
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life. But some staffers argued that the Lincoln field had been saturated. There was simply nothing 
new that could be said some 30 years after the President's assassination. After all, they added, two of 
his secretaries - John Hay and John Nicolay - had recently published a long and exhaustively 
detailed 10-volume set of memoirs.46 What could McClure's possibly add to that? 
But Tarbell had an idea that she could find a new angle through the President's son. She 
had never met Robert Lincoln, but she thought she knew someone who could introduce her. While 
working on Napoleon Tarbell had met a Chicago socialite named Emily Lyons. Tarbell looked her up 
and discovered that she did, indeed, know Robert Lincoln. Lyons arranged a meeting at her home 
and Tarbell worked her magic. By the end of the meeting, Lincoln had promised to let Tarbell use an 
early portrait of his father that had never been published. This fresh photo, devoid of the melancholy 
expression that dominated virtually every later image of the late president, was exactly the "hook'' 
Tarbell needed for the McClure's series.47 
Besides having an excellent network of contacts, Tarbell was also a master at disarming her 
quarry with her social skills. For example, shortly after the Lincoln story she was asked to write the 
reminiscences of Carl Schurtz, who had been an adviser and close confidant of Lincoln, particularly 
with regard to the Emancipation Proclamation. The problem was that Schurtz had steadfastly refused 
to be interviewed or to allow his memoirs to be published. Once given the assignment, Tarbell went 
to work on both Schurtz and his wife. She befriended them, became a frequent visitor to their upstate 
New York home, and eventually landed her catch for McClure's.48 
Tarbell's technique also netted other reluctant quarry. She parlayed her friendship with the 
Hubbards (from the Napoleon project) into an interview with (and story about) the inventor Alexander 
Graham Bell. Similarly, when she learned that the astronomer and physicist, Samuel Pierpoint 
Langley, had developed and successfully tested a machine that could fly, she used her journalistic 
contacts and considerable charm to talk him into an interview and a story for McClure's. 49 
Ida B. Wells, too, utilized networking to great advantage. Her involvement in the social life of 
46 Flemimg. P. 65. 
47 Brady, pp. 97-98, 100. 
48 Brady, pp. 105-106. 
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the black middle class in Memphis had given her familiarity with movers and shakers in that 
community, and she moved freely about the circles of church, educational and professional people 
there. Later, after she became an owner of the Free Speech, she parlayed her affiliation with every 
organization she had a link to - no matter how minor - to get her foot in the door to promote her 
paper. 
Meanwhile, Wells realized that she needed to sell subscriptions outside of Memphis in order 
to make the Free Speech a paying proposition. She traveled a three-state area of the Mississippi 
delta and visited nearly every community on the-railroad line. In each town she located and called on 
the leaders of churches, teacher's organizations, school groups and Masonic lodges, and used her 
own membership in those organizations to gain opportunities to address the groups. Wells clearly 
preferred pitching groups to selling individual subscriptions. She could reach a larger audience, and 
counted on the "feeding frenzy" method to sell multiple subscriptions. Her technique paid off. In 
Greenville, Mississippi, she attended a meeting of the state bar association and was given permission 
to address the gathering. She sold a Free Speech subscription to every man present. In another 
town, the grand master of the Masonic lodge suspended the session for thirty minutes and allowed 
Wells to speak to the members. 'When I came out of that meeting'' she related "I was weighed down 
with silver dollars, and had to go straight to the bank. "50 
Recognizing that the way to keep distant communities reading the paper was the inclusion of 
news about their area, she appointed a correspondent in each town she visited. She also sent a 
continuous stream of reports back to the office in Memphis describing her travels. As a woman editor 
and correspondent, Wells was something of a novelty, and accounts of her experiences provided 
good copy. 
This chapter has identified many of the common traits and characteristics that the two ldas 
possessed even though they lived in completely different worlds of journalism and society. In each 
case, the early professional years set the stage for what was to become, for both Tarbell and Wells, 
seminal moments in their journalistic careers. For one it was a massive investigative piece on the 
49 Fleming, pp. 73-86. 
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Standard Oil Company. For the other it was the launching of a crusade against the lynching of blacks 
throughout the South. The next section compares and contrasts the ways the two ldas went about 
collecting the evidence needed for their most important work. 
50 Duster, p. 39. 
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Chapter 5 
Criminality discovered: How the two ldas got and researched 
their big stories 
For all of the similarities the two ldas shared in terms of courage and technique, three 
significant facts separate the pair when it comes to the stories that etched their careers in journalism 
history: age, experience and support against their critics. All of these factors worked in favor of Ida 
M. Tarbell, who was 45 when she wrote the first installments of The History of the Standard Oil 
Company. She had been with McClure's for a full 12 years, and she had behind her the resources of 
a publisher who was willing to spend whatever it took to get a comprehensive, accurate story, and 
then to defend it -- in court if necessary, but certainly with the backing of the McClure's name. 
By contrast, Ida B. Wells wrote her first story against the lynching of blacks when she was 
just 28 years old. She had been actively involved in newspapering for only about five years, and she 
was most certainly working for a publication that had neither lawyers nor deep pockets, nor any 
apparent way to fend off critics, let alone violence. 
Thus, while both women needed courage and conviction, as well as journalistic skills, to 
pursue their stories, it seems apparent that Wells was figuratively putting her own head in the noose 
by challenging white supremacy throughout the South. While Tarbell's risk almost certainly did not 
include physical retaliation, she was nevertheless going up against the massive forces of Standard 
Oil - a company comprised of historically hardheaded and unscrupulous businessmen who would let 
nothing stand in the way of profit. It didn't appear to matter whether their opponents were in the oil 
fields or in the press. Thus, for both Wells and Tarbell, great personal courage was needed just to 
venture into these twin lion's dens. 
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This chapter will discuss the circumstances surrounding each of the most important stories of 
their authors' lives and, where possible, will compare and contrast their approaches to these two 
major challenges. 
The pivotal works of both Wells and Tarbell - the pieces that, more than any others, made 
them famous and gave them recognition as true reform journalists - were written because both 
women were supremely skilled at judging character and were confident of their own abilities. They 
also demonstrated enormous capacities for patience and persistence and an unwillingness to back 
down in the face of opposition or frustration. 
For Tarbell, The History of the Standard Oil Company seemed, as she declared years later in 
her autobiography, "the story I had been born to write."1 Yet it was not her idea originally. The 
notion was the brainchild of S.S. McClure, who was looking for ways to attract new readers for his 
magazine. By 1900 McClure's was in the magazine industry's driver's seat This meant that the heat 
was on to deliver a continuous stream of timely and broadly-appealing material to a larger and more 
diverse audience than ever before. This self-imposed pressure coincided with the Populist and 
reform movements that had originated in the Midwest and spread into national influence during the 
first decade of the 2r1' century. 
As an astute editor, S.S. McClure looked closely at what the American public seemed to be 
concerned about. One of the broad areas he identified - correctly, it soon became clear - was the 
growth of trusts, the massive monopolies that resulted when large companies joined forces to seize 
control of an entire industry. He first considered doing a general series on trusts, but abandoned the 
idea as uninteresting. What was needed, he decided, was an in-depth examination of one prominent 
example. There were plenty to choose from - steel, beef, railroads, sugar, to name a few. The trust 
that most intrigued McClure, however, was oil. And he already had on his staff, in Ida Tarbell, the 
perfect person to write that story.2 After all, Ida Tarbell was an oilfield child. 
Not all of McClure's staff thought doing a history of Standard Oil was such a good idea. 
Tarbell herself was concerned that it sounded boring and too complicated. Why would anybody want 
1 All in the Day's Work, p. 203. 
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to read about how the oil industry worked? Even more worrisome were the cautions from colleagues 
in and out of the publishing business, who warned of the enormous power that Standard exerted and 
how risky such an expose could become. Even Tarbell's father - her self-professed favorite adviser-
counseled avoidance. "Don't do it, Ida," he told her. "They'll ruin the magazine."3 
It's impossible to say for sure, but there seems a strong possibility that the naysayers were 
having exactly the opposite effect on Tarbell. Maybe, she was thinking, the story won't be boring 
after all. Maybe she was also remembering how the South Improvement Company (predecessor to 
Standard Oil) had forced her father and dozens of other small independent producers into financial 
ruin. She knew that her brother, Will, was struggling to keep his company, Pure Oil, going in the face 
of almost insurmountable - and unfair - competition. 
It may not have been her idea originally, but Tarbell eventually embraced the proposal of 
writing a history of Standard Oil wholeheartedly. She believed that with her background in the oil 
industry she was better equipped to write this story than anyone else possibly could. It is also 
plausible that Tarbell felt compelled to tackle the assignment because of her own sense of social 
justice and her determination to provide some small measure of vindication to those who had fallen 
before the Standard Oil juggernaut. 
Getting an idea approved and assigned to a writer was just the first step in the McClure's 
system. As with any major work at the magazine, the project had to be outlined and discussed by 
colleagues. It would be revised and presented to co-editor John Phillips, who had the power to 
approve, revise or reject a proposal. For signrricant pieces like this one, S.S. McClure himsett would 
have the final say.4 
Tarbell wrote an outline and gave it to Phillips. He decided that S.S. should see it, but 
McClure and his wrre were vacationing in Europe. Rather than telegraph the outline, Phillips sent 
Tarbell to Europe with instructions to track him down in Switzerland. She found the McClures in 
Lausanne. The boss, however, wanted more time, and he dragged Tarbell along to an Italian village 
2 Brady, p. 121. 
3 Fleming, p. 85, and Brady, p. 207. 
4 All in the Day's Work, pp. 202-206. 
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to ''take the cure" in the local mineral springs. It is easy to imagine how Tarbell, anxious to get started 
on her massive project, only just managed to dissuade McClure from insisting that she go on with 
them to spend the winter in Greece. After a few days of mineral soaks, however, McClure surprised 
Tarbell by approving the project and instructing her to leave for New York immediately so she could 
get started. 5 Thus began a research project that would occupy her for nearly four years. 
Everything at McClure's was deliberate and calculated. Time was considered a necessity, 
not a luxury. In contrast, nothing could have been more opposite when it came to the story-idea 
generating process for Ida B. Wells. There was no staff to discuss ideas with. Deadlines loomed and 
the important thing was to put out a weekly newspaper. 
Ida B. Wells became one of the nation's most courageous and outspoken critics of lynching 
because of a story that broke like a thunderbolt in Memphis in 1892. The story was about a triple 
lynching, and the victims were Wells' close friends, so it is no surprise that emotion overtook 
objectivity and any other journalistic standards of fairness in the initial reporting of those murders. 
Even so, Wells was later able to exercise enough restraint to research the issue more thoroughly than 
it had previously been studied. Even her first angry anti-lynching editorial, which generated equally 
angry response from white Southerners, was based on solid investigation. 
As fate would have it, Wells was in Vicksburg, Mississippi when three prominent black 
businessmen were lynched in Memphis on March 8, 1892. The three men were owners of a newly 
established grocery story in a predominantly black suburb known locally as "The Curve" because the 
streetcar tracks curved sharply at that point.6 
The problem began when the three black men - Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell and Henry 
Stewart - established The People's Grocery Company at The Curve. All three were well known and 
respected in the black community, and the store provided the neighborhood with a choice of places to 
buy provisions. 
The white owner of a competing grocery became agitated because he had lost his monopoly, 
and racial tension began to escalate. When a fight broke out one evening in early March, 1892, 
5 Brady, pp. 121-122, andAll in the Day's Work, p. 205. 
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between a black and a white boy over a game of marbles, a riot ensued. In the aftermath, police 
arrested more than a hundred black men, including Moss, McDowell and Stewart. 
On the night of March 8, "a body of picked men"7 entered the jail and dragged the three 
grocers outside. They were loaded onto a switch engine on the railroad that ran behind the jail and 
taken outside of town, where all three were tortured, hanged and then shot to death.8 
"The lynching at The Curve" shocked and angered the Memphis black community as few 
events had affected them in the 27 years since the end of the Civil War. For Wells, however, the loss 
was personal as well as political. Moss, McDowell and Stewart were all good friends. Moss was a 
Postal Service letter carrier who delivered mail to the Free Speech office and worked at the People's 
Grocery in the evenings. He and his wHe were two of her best friends, and Wells was godmother to 
their baby daughter. 9 
In looking at the two ldas and their portal to fame, a few things are apparent. Tarbell's 
decision to write about Standard Oil was based on a process of deliberate consideration. Still, she 
was emotionally attached to the story because she had seen the consequences of Standard's 
methods. It is conceivable that her heart was as important as her head in deciding to write the story. 
Wells, obviously, knew that lynching was evil and wrong, but she was pitched into the vortex because 
the victims were her friends. Presumably she, like Tarbell, might have opted out of the fray (after 
taking a few shots at the situation), but it's hardly surprising that Wells wrote later that the triple 
lynching "changed the course of my whole IHe."1° 
Unlike Tarbell, who had something like 24 months to do research before publishing the first 
part of her story, Ida B. Wells took action first and did extensive research later. There was absolutely 
no way that she could ignore the deaths of three friends, even H she had wanted to - which she 
clearly did not. 
6 Duster, p. 48. 
7 Duster, p. 50. 
8 Duster, pp. 47-5 l. 
9 Duster, p. 47. 
10 Duster, p. 47. 
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Her first reaction was to follow up on an unsigned eyewitness account published in the 
Memphis Appeal (a white paper) the day after the lynching. This unnamed person reported that Moss 
-when asked if he had any last words - said ''Tell my people to go West -there is no justice for them 
here."11 Wells reiterated Moss' last words in an editorial in the next issue of the Free Speech. ''The 
city of Memphis" she declared "has demonstrated that neither character nor standing avails the Negro 
if he dares to protect himself against the white man or become his rival. There is nothing we can do 
about the lynching now." Wells then played the economic trump card when she added, "There is 
therefore only one thing left we can do; save our money and leave a town which will neither protect 
our lives and property, nor give us a fair trial in the courts, but takes us out and murders us in cold 
blood when accused by white persons. "12 
The response to this reiteration of Thomas Moss' last words generated a telling effect on both 
the city of Memphis and on Ida B. Wells. Although the primary source for this reaction is Wells' diary 
as edited by her daughter, Alfreda Duster, who might be given to some exaggeration, the story she 
tells is of a dramatic, almost overnight decision by blacks to dispose of their property and move away 
from Memphis. The black population of Memphis, according to Duster, who were lovers of "fine 
clothes, furniture, jewelry, pianos and other musical instruments, to say nothing of good things to eat" 
vacated homes, quit jobs, and left the city in droves.13 Many, including two black pastors who took 
their entire congregations with them, opted for the Oklahoma Territory or the western half of Kansas.14 
Those who could not or would not leave Memphis did the next best thing to show solidarity by 
turning their backs on things controlled by whites, including the city's public transit system. This 
boycott proved almost stunningly effective. In fact, six weeks after the lynchings, the transit 
company's white superintendent came personally to the Free Speech office and asked Wells if she 
would use her editorial influence to get more blacks to ride the street cars. 
However, instead of addressing the obvious cause of the boycott and the underlying issues 
separating blacks from whites, he attributed the sharp decrease in black ridership to the recent 
11 Duster, p. 51. 
12 Duster, p. 52. 
13 Duster, p. 53. 
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conversion from horse-driven to electric-powered street cars. He assumed that "Negroes are afraid 
of electricity," and pleaded with Wells to publish an editorial attesting to the complete safety of the 
system.15 
Wells was nonplussed. She realized that, even with the success of the boycott (which 
affected many white-run businesses in addition to the transit system), the Caucasian population of 
Memphis still did not understand the magnitude of the issue raised by the lynchings of Moss, 
McDowell and Stewart. Whites seemed to view lynching as a crude, but effective way of solving an 
isolated problem. Wells saw the situation as symptomatic of a much larger issue involving the 
treatment of blacks by American society as a whole and the South in particular. This profound 
realization was to shape Ida B. Wells' life and her journalistic career for the next thirty years. She 
now turned her primary focus in life to the study of lynchings and other forms of vigilante violence 
against Negroes, primarily - but not exclusively-in the South. 
The contrast between the Big Story entry points for Wells and Tarbell is dramatic. Wells 
found herself thrust into the vortex of multiple murders involving people she knew. She had to make 
a statement immediately. She had no time to reflect. Actually, if she had been given a week or a 
month, she probably would have done the same thing, but in the circumstances Wells had no time to 
do any reporting before she cut loose. 
Tarbell, meanwhile, was given all the time she needed to develop her case against the 
Standard Oil Company. McClure's demanded accuracy and authenticity and documentation. That is 
almost certainly why they had hired Tarbell. She was a trained scientist, who believed in the scientific 
method and was determined to present an accurate account of the facts. Thus, in contrast to Wells -
who was forced into an immediate, emotional reaction - Tarbell was allowed all the time she needed 
to develop her story. 
At first glance it appears that this represented a significant difference between the two 
reporters. But on closer examination, there is more similarity than disparity. Once Wells had 
responded immediately - and emotionally - to the tragedy of the lynchings at The Curve, she had a 
14 Duster, p. 53. 
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great deal of time to gather information and prepare her case on the larger question of justice for 
Negroes. 
Utilizing her network of local sources, Wells began to collect information about lynchings that 
had occurred across the South. As she collected information, several facts became dear: the 
lynchings of Moss, McDowell and Stewart had not been isolated incidents, and the reasons given to 
justify lynchings simply did not, to her mind, make sense. While she had always known that violence 
against Negroes by whites was a fact of life in the post-Reconstruction South, she was not aware of 
how frequently it occurred nor that such acts of brutality regularly took place within the "civilized" cities 
as well as in remote rural areas. 
It is easy to imagine, as Wells collected information, that she became increasingly angry. 
Finally, on May 21, 1892 - two and a half months after her friends were murdered - Wells spoke her 
mind. In an editorial in the Free Speech of that date she wrote 
Eight Negroes lynched since the last issue of the Free Speech .... the last three for 
kilHng a white man, and five on the same old racket -the new alarm about raping 
white women. The same programme of hanging, then shooting bullets into the 
lifeless bodies was carried out to the letter. Nobody in this section believes the 
old threadbare lie that Negro men assault white women. If Southern white men 
are not careful, they will over-reach themselves and public sentiment will have a 
reaction; a conclusion will then be reached which will be very damaging to the 
moral reputation of their women.16 
Wells, who had no doubt been working on this editorial for weeks, actually published it in 
haste. She sent the paper to be printed just before leaving Memphis on a trip to Philadelphia, where 
she was to attend the annual meeting of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and afterwards to 
make her first visit to New York City. Wells had been invited there by T. Thomas Fortune, editor of 
the New York Age, one of the black newspapers in which her "Iola" column was syndicated. 
When Wells arrived in New York, Fortune greeted her with, "Well, we've been a long time 
getting you to New York, but now you are here I am afraid you will have to stay. "17 He showed her an 
Associated Press dispatch from Memphis which described what had happened after her editorial had 
been published. The offices of the Free Speech had been destroyed when a group of "leading 
IS Duster, pp. 53-54. 
16 Royster, p. 1. 
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citizens" broke in, demolished the newspaper's type and furnishings, ran Wells' partner, J.L. Fleming, 
out of town, and left a note threatening anyone who tried to publish the paper again with death. 
Wells' first concern was for Fleming. Through friends in Memphis, she learned that he had 
barely escaped with his life, but had gotten to Chicago and was safe there. Wells briefly considered 
returning to Memphis, but was discouraged by her friends and by Fortune, who apparently convinced 
her that to do so would be far too risky. 
Fleming had managed to save the Free Speech subscription list, and Wells used that to 
purchase a small ownership position in the New York Age. Fortune offered her a job as a columnist 
with the paper, and Wells resumed her career as a journalist and her anti-lynching crusade from the 
relative safety of the North. "They had destroyed my paper, in which every dollar I had in the world 
was invested" she wrote later in her autobiography. ''They had made me an exile and threatened my 
life for hinting at the truth. I felt that I owed it to myself and my race to tell the whole truth. ms 
A month later the New York Age ran a front page story by Wells which repeated her Free 
Speech editorial and added more details of lynchings, many of which had occurred, allegedly, 
because black men had assaulted white women. The article went into far greater detail than the Free 
Speech piece, and was the basis for the first of Wells' three anti-lynching pamphlets, Southern 
Horrors. 
The anti-lynching crusade became Wells' life's work, and she set about its pursuit with as 
much care and determination as Tarbell was to employ on The History of the Standard Oil Company. 
For her part, Tarbell was not obligated to print one word for two years and was, even then, given 
nearly unlimited time to research her subject. So it was with Wells, who was now able to operate, 
roughly, in the same environment, though without the same sort of support system. 
At this moment in their respective careers, the two ldas had been assigned, or otherwise had 
been thrust into the stories that would define their places in journalism history. While Wells began her 
quest to expose lynching a decade before Tarbell tackled Standard Oil, they both engaged in 
17 Duster, p. 53. 
18 Duster (ed.), pp. 62-63. 
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comparable (but not identical) information gathering techniques of what would today be called an 
investigative reporter, and what was later in their time called a muckraker. 
Generally, both journalists knew they were dealing with wrongdoing and criminality. The 
problem was amassing evidence and then constructing a story that would make the case effectively 
with public opinion. When it came to information gathering, Tarbell was a giant - and Wells a novice. 
Ida B. Wells was a schoolteacher, not a scholar. She was outgoing, rather than reflective or 
introspective. She was quick to react to injustice and could be impatient with the legal process. But 
the more she began to probe the lynching question, the clearer it became to her that she needed to 
build her already significant number of correspondents into a real network of news sources who could 
funnel to her information about violence against blacks. In the process, Ida B. Wells developed an 
extensive grapevine within the national black community. Because of her teaching profession and 
her strong connections within the Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal churches, she was 
welcomed in circles where sources could be considered pretty accurate. She was also able to 
operate effectively with Masonic and teachers' organizations throughout the South. She traveled 
extensively, although she did not return to the South for nearly 30 years, and she spoke to a lot of 
people. 19 
Much of what reached her orally was, to be sure, second hand news; this was usually all 
there was and she took pains to get as many details as she could, even though this did not always 
assure complete accuracy. In this case, Wells was aided by both black and white newspapers 
throughout the South. Her best sources of published information, apparently, were white papers, 
especially the Chicago Tribune.20 At first glance this may seem surprising, but black newspapers 
were inclined to be less descriptive, detailed, graphic or outraged than some white journals in their 
accounts of lynchings and the events that led up to the lawless and brutal deeds. There are two likely 
explanations for this. 
First, some white papers fully subscribed to the various arguments that condoned (and 
encouraged) the use of violent, unlawful and barbaric acts to keep the Negro in a position of 
19 Duster, pp. 37-45. 
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subservience. These papers, if anything, may have exaggerated and embellished either the gory 
deed itsett, or at least the magnitude and pleasure of the crowds that frequently attended these 
"events." These papers doted on lynchings. They saw them as the right or best answer to the "Negro 
problem," as well as a sure-fire way to sell papers.21 
Other white papers, notably the Chicago Tribune but also several others, including some in 
the South, deplored the violent, grisly acts committed by the lynch mobs and published accounts in 
excruciating detail tor that very reason. By contrast, papers published by and for blacks in the South 
could easily face property and physical damage if their stories were seen by the white mob mentality 
as inflammatory or even uppity- as Wells hersett had discovered. 
Wells also proved to be a shrewd analyst and puzzle solver. She could assemble the various 
bits and pieces of a story from many different, even conflicting sources, and figure out roughly what 
had happened. And, because of her personality and her genuine concern for the problem, Wells 
managed to gain the confidence of many persons who had witnessed offenses but who were afraid to 
tell what they saw because of the very real fear of white reprisals. Because they trusted her and 
because she promised them anonymity, people with stories to tell felt safe in detailing them to Wells. 
She was a journalist who was also their soulmate.22 
So it was that Ida B. Wells used predominantly white newspaper accounts, along with some 
secondhand information, some hearsay and some eyewitness reports, to construct a case that clearly 
- if not always accurately -- detailed the total extra-legal brutality being committed by whites against 
blacks in the South. 
Ida M. Tarbell, on the other hand, had been trained as a scientist. She understood the 
scientific method. She could coolly assess the value of a piece of information, identify its significance 
and then catalog it in a systematic way. She was trained to look tor omissions or gaps. Above all, 
she had developed a healthy respect for documents, or "the paper trail," to borrow a current phrase. 
20 Royster, p. 82. 
21 Author's speculation. 
22 Author's speculation. 
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She valued newspaper reports, but her main interest was in court records and the hearings of official 
bodies. 
It should be noted here that Tarbell - and Wells, along with just about every other reporter at 
this time -was obliged to hand-copy notes in either pencil or the recently-invented (and more 
permanent) Waterman fountain pen.23 The typewriter had become commercially viable in the 
1870s, 24 but early models were far from portable. It is most unlikely that either Tarbell or Wells would 
or could have taken one into any public office or library at this time -- tt only because of its sheer 
weight and the racket it made. Tarbell, in fact, once noted that she preferred writing in longhand, both 
for note taking and writing text. Also, while photography had become popularized by 1900, there 
existed no practical way to make accurate copies of documents except by longhand. 25 
Thanks to McClure's editorial generosity, Tarbell was able to work carefully and thoroughly. 
She was able to sift and winnow and, especially, take as long as she needed to locate the public 
records that helped her build a case with respect to how Standard did its dirt. It was important for 
both Tarbell and McClure's that she do her job thoroughly, considering the legal resources and 
sophistication, not to mention clout, of her target. 
At some point, almost certainly early in her research, Tarbell would have gone to a library and 
read what other journalists had written about John D. Rockefeller, Standard Oil and the South 
Improvement Company. Perhaps she already knew about the trailblazing piece published by The 
Atlantic Monthly some 20 years earlier, in March of 1881. The story was written by Henry Demarest 
Lloyd, whom one historian has anointed "the first and finest of the muckrakers.'126 The piece, titled 
"The Story of a Great Monopoly," was described as "a stinging history of how the railroads had 
abetted Standard Oil in swallowing up the national oil industry. "27 " After showing the corrupt origin of 
certain laws favoring Standard Oil's takeover of the refining industry, Lloyd concluded that ''The 
Standard has done everything with the Pennsylvania legislature except refine it." Then he declared 
23 Morris, p. 568. 
24 Oliver, pp. 443 - 444, and Morris, p. 566. 
25 Oliver, pp. 443-444, and Morris, p. 568. 
26 Furnas, p. 721, quoting Louis M. Hacker. 
27 Furnas, P. 721. 
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that "America has the proud satisfaction of having furnished the world with the greatest, wisest and 
meanest monopoly known to history."28 
"Excitement over the Standard Oil item was so high," according to Furnas, that the Atlantic 
Monthly reprinted the article seven times.29 Reality was, however, that Standard Oil held almost all of 
the political trump cards, and Lloyd's story did nothing to rein in Rockefeller's monolith. 
What Tarbell and others knew in 1901 was that state and federal reformers had tried to 
regulate or legislate against the trusts, but so far they had been beaten back decisively by big oil, big 
railroads and various other monopolies. These efforts, however futile, were to provide Tarbell with 
what today might be known as the "smoking gun" when it came to building a case against Standard 
Oil's practices. 
In fact, the Trust's obstructionist practices had been so successful and the reformers so 
persistent over the last 25 years of the 19111 century that a mountain of documents had accumulated 
around the East and in the Oil Region about trusts, about monopolies and, especially, about John D. 
Rockefeller. For example, in 187 4 a special Senate committee under Sen. William Windom had 
investigated abuses in railroad transportation. 30 A bill emerged that passed the house, but was never 
considered in the Senate. In 1878, the Senate likewise failed to act on the Regan Bill, which called 
for the prohibition of railroad pools, rebates, drawbacks and discriminatory rates. Both of these 
efforts generated boxes and boxes of documents, but never became law. Meanwhile, various states 
with Populist or reformist-controlled legislatures had tried shaping measures against the trusts. And 
while most of these failed or produced toothless acts, they, too, contributed to the growing body of 
evidence that was available to Tarbell or any other enterprising journalist of the period. 
Finally, in 1885 Sen. Shelby N. Collum headed a committee that conducted hearings 
throughout the country and submitted a report recommending the federal regulation of interstate 
28 Atlantic Monthly, March, 1881, as cited by Furnas, p. 722. 
29 Furnas, p. 721. 
30 Morris, p. 258. 
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commerce. From this emerged in 1887 the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC), aimed 
specifically at overseeing charges by railroads that passed through more than one state.31 
The ICC was authorized to investigate the management of railroads, summon witnesses, and compel 
the production of company records. But - and this was the critical flaw - the Interstate Commerce 
Commission had no enforcement powers of its own.32 It could not invoke the binding force of a court 
decree. And, as the ICC quickly discovered, the courtroom was the preferred habitat of railroad 
lawyers whose skilHul delaying tactics and backstage maneuverings stopped things in their tracks.33 
Thus, between 1890 and 1898 the ICC had been reduced to virtual impotence. In the process, it 
became chiefly a body for the collection and publication of statistics. This proved to be another 
treasure trove for Tarbell to explore. 
Also in 1890, the Sherman Anti-trust Act was passed in an effort to regulate a growing 
number of large combinations controlling such commodities as whiskey, sugar, lead, beef, steel and, 
of course, oil.34 It was probably no coincidence, given the clout of the adversaries, that the Sherman 
Anti-trust Act was seriously flawed in its writing by obscure and ambiguous phrasing. Thus, between 
its passage in 1890 and 1901, the Act was barely enforced. 35 
While state and federal government agencies (like the ICC) or legislation (like the Sherman 
Anti-trust Act) had failed to stop Rockefeller and the other burgeoning trusts, they had one hugely 
valuable by-product. Their records and documents proved to be a gold mine for the meticulous 
researcher. The accumulated records of hearings and testimonies and depositions laid bare the 
tactics of Rockefeller and others like him. It was all there; it was just that these masses of documents 
had never been tapped, other than as a basis for legislation that had flZZled or been emasculated 
before it reached Congress. 
Tarbell read everything she could get her hands on that had any sort of official nature. Since 
Standard Oil had been under Congressional or state investigation of one sort or another almost 
31 Morris, p. 258. 
32 FWllas, p. 800, and Morris, p. 258. 
33 FWllas, p. 800. 
34 Morris, p. 261. 
35 Morris, p. 261. 
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continuously since 1870, its earliest days as the South Improvement Company,36 her problem was, 
essentially, an embarrassment of riches. Being a trained researcher, she felt obliged to plow through 
all the evidence. That included not only the final reports of the various bodies, but also all of the 
thousands of documents that had been submitted during the investigatory process. 
Besides the various federally generated records and documents, Tarbell traveled to county 
courthouses and newspaper offices in the Oil Region, which then consisted of western Pennsylvania 
and parts of Ohio and West Virginia. 37 Again, she read everything she could find on activities in the 
civil courts involving the South Improvement Company and Standard Oil, as well as the various oil 
firms that were absorbed into those conglomerates by Rockefeller's drive to dominate the industry. 
When a pattern of "sweetheart deals" between the oil companies and the oil-bearing railroads 
began to emerge, Tarbell turned to the records of the Interstate Commerce Commission.38 She was 
able, through those documents, to establish that the South Improvement Company had been formed 
after the Civil War to create a secret alliance between Rockefeller's oil producers and the railroads 
serving them (the chief stockholder of which was John D. Rockefeller.) These producers were given 
discounted rates on shipments, detailed information as to their competitor's business activity, and 
"drawbacks" (or kickbacks) on the shipments carried by non-South Improvement members. The 
whole plan was designed to put any oil company not affiliated with the alliance at such a 
disadvantage that it would be forced to sell out - and of course, South Improvement was ready to 
buy, at prices well below what the companies were really worth. Tarbell called it '1his pretty 
scheme.1139 In the process, she learned that John D. Rockefeller, as head of the entire operation, was 
not above bribing witnesses, jurors and even judges, if necessary, in order to secure a favorable 
judgment whenever his operations were scrutinized by the courts.40 
In short, the evidence was there. Theoretically, Tarbell should have been able to locate the 
repositories, go into a courthouse or a legislative library and retrieve the documents she wanted. But 
36 All in the Day's Work, p. 207. 
37 Oliver, p.332-337 and Morris p. 524. 
38 All in the Day's Work, p. 207. 
39 All in the Day's Work, p. 209. 
4° Fleming, p. 104. 
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that didn't take into account the detennination of the Standard Oil Company to cover its tracks as 
completely as possible. 
Although the ICC had been investigating Standard for years, Tarbell could not locate any 
published records from those investigations. She knew that the ICC had published its findings in 
pamphlet fonn, but she discovered that Standard Oil had systematically bought and destroyed all the 
copies. It was clear to her that Rockefeller and his friends had something to hide if they were willing 
to go to these extremes. 
In typical journalistic fashion, Tarbell rose to the challenge and set about using every 
resource available to her to find the pamphlets, particularly one titled The Rise and Fall of the South 
Improvement Company. To do this, she turned to a librarian she knew at the New York Public 
Library named Adelaide Hasse. Hasse had already proven herself a near-genius at finding hard-to-
locate material for Tarbell. (It is difficult to know ff Wells had similar sources in libraries, but, ff not, 
she almost certainly matched them with her own personal grapevine of correspondents and 
informants throughout the South.) 
What Hasse discovered for Tarbell was that copies of the pamphlets did, indeed, exist. She 
had seen them listed for sale at auctions, but also reported that Rockefeller's employees or his 
agents always bid top dollar and took them out of circulation. In one case, however, Hasse managed 
to locate a copy of the 126-page South Improvement document that had escaped the notice of 
Rockefeller and Standard Oil. This gave Tarbell important proof that Rockefeller was the lynchpin in 
an illegal operation, and that he had transferred the tactics used there to his later operations at 
Standard Oil.41 
By this time, Tarbell realized that the Standard Oil project would require a very long 
investigation. She was by now also convinced that she needed a research assistant, not only to help 
with the work but also to provide the anonymity that her now-famous name and that of McClure's did 
not allow. Although Tarbell did not say so directly, it is almost a given that by this point Standard Oil's 
agents were aware of her almost every move. 
41 Brady, p. 124. 
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At this point it is worth noting that Ida B. Wells had no one who could buy her more time or 
provide funding for an assistant to help her research lynchings. On the other hand, word was "on the 
streer that Wells was collecting information about white vigilante actions against blacks. This gave 
her a kind of pipeline or information network that wasn't available to Tarbell - except in a couple of 
instances when sources came to her to tell what they knew about Standard Oil or John D. 
Rockefeller. 
However, Wells was soon to have two trump cards that proved enormously helpful to her and 
her anti-lynching crusade. The first was the friendship and support of Frederick Douglass, who was 
easily America's most prominent and respected Negro. Douglass, a former slave like Wells, had 
published anti-slavery newspapers in the 1850s, and during the Civil War he had actively urged 
Negro men and boys to fight for the Union side. He also traveled to England, and was successful in 
the effort to keep the British out of the Confederate camp.42 Thus when Douglass endorsed Wells 
and wrote a forward to her first pamphlet, Southern Ho"ors, he gave her an enormous credibility 
boost. 
The second ally Wells had was the network of black women's clubs and organizations that 
had grown up after the Civil War. These were largely located in the North, on the east coast and in 
Chicago. She spoke to many of these groups and won them completely to her side, with the result 
that they provided much needed financial support. This made it possible for Wells to eventually 
publish her three pamphlets in greater quantity and at much lower cost per copy. Moreover, the 
contributions from black women's clubs provided Wells with badly-needed support for her personal 
life and professional activities.43 
As another point of comparison, the odds were very good that white extremists in Memphis 
and other places made it a point to know what Ida 8. Wells was doing and where she was going most 
of the time. While this is only speculative, it seems pretty obvious that both Tarbell and Wells had 
enemies - and both were genuinely considered enemies by their targets. So it only stood to reason 
42 Emery, pp. 129-130. 
43 Royster, pp.23-26. 
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that both of these women would do their best to know what was going on, if only to be ready with a 
defensive strike if it became necessary. 
Fortunately for Tarbell, S.S. McClure was willing to provide funds for a research assistant. 
She located a man named John Siddall, an associate editor for her old magazine, The Chatauquan. 
While only 27 years old, Siddall had acquired a reputation for thoroughness. Better still, he was from 
Cleveland - headquarters for both Standard Oil and Rockefeller - and he was connected with some 
of the players in the oil industry.44 
By 1901 - nearly two years after Tarbell had started her research- S.S. McClure announced 
the forthcoming series on The History of the Standard Oil Company in his magazine. This brought to 
a head the question Tarbell had been groping with almost from the start. She really wanted to talk 
with John D. Rockefeller before she wrote her story- if not Rockefeller, then at least his right-hand 
man at Standard, Henry Rogers. She had actually tried to get an interview with Rockefeller when she 
began her research, but had been rebuffed. Now, with publication imminent, she was anxious to 
interview or at least see Rockefeller or his deputy.45 
As it turned out, Standard Oil was as interested in talking to Tarbell as she was in it. And 
Rogers pre-empted Tarbell by sending word to her through an acquaintance that he would like to 
meet her.46 Certainly, such an overture was something no white racist would ever have considered 
doing with Ida B. Wells. 
It is impossible to know for sure what Rogers' motives were for his initiative. Perhaps he 
thought he might be able to intimidate Tarbell. Perhaps he thought he could plant some favorable 
seeds with her about Standard Oil. Maybe - almost certainly - he wanted to find out how much she 
knew or what tone her stories would take. Maybe he just wanted to meet this now-famous woman 
journalist who enjoyed a reputation for being a good conversationalist. Since both Rogers and 
Tarbell had grown up in the Oil Region, maybe it was a combination of all these factors.47 
44 All in the Day's Work, p. 211. 
45 All in the Day's Work, pp. 211-225. 
46 Chernow, p. 441, and Brady, pp. 126-127. 
47 Chernow, pp. 441-442. 
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Rogers invited Tarbell to his home in New York City, where they discovered they were both 
from Rouseville and as children had played under some of the same derricks. At the end of two 
hours, Rogers asked Tarbell what she was going to say about Standard Oil. If he entertained any 
notion of dissuading her, Rogers learned quickly that she was not an easy mark. She told him the 
truth, albeit in general terms, saying that it would be a historical study of one of the largest and most 
influential business operations in America. 
Rogers reacted, not as might be expected, but by inviting Tarbell to continue meeting with 
him. She and Rogers met every few weeks, even after the series began in 1902.48 It is not clear what 
the ground rules were between journalist and source during these meetings. It is possible that they 
agreed that the sessions would be strictly off the record, in which case Tarbell would have promised 
Rogers not to use anything she heard from him in her articles. Chances are, however, that this would 
have put her in an awkward spot because she probably already knew virtually everything Rogers 
might tell her. Another approach might have been for Rogers and Tarbell to agree that everything 
said was to be considered as background. In that case, information might be used, but it could not be 
attributed to Rogers. And, of course, it is conceivable that the meetings were considered "on the 
record," in which case the working rule would have been, "if you don't want to see it in print, don't say 
it." 
On this intriguing issue of reporter-source relations we are left to speculate, but it seems 
reasonable to assume that the information was not off the record. This is supported by one instance 
when Tarbell asked Rogers about a Standard Oil employee on whom she had strong evidence of 
deceitful behavior. By Tarbell's account, Rogers paused, walked to the window, gazed at the sky, 
and announced "I think it's going to rain.1149 
Another puzzling fact about the meetings with Rogers at the Standard Oil offices at 26 
Broadway in New York was the fact that Tarbell was met in the lobby, then taken through the building 
by different routes to her rendezvous with Rogers. Obviously, Rockefeller's right-hand man was not 
too keen on the rest of Standard Oil knowing about these sessions. To add to the cloak-and-dagger 
48 Chernow, P. 441. 
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nature of the visits, Tarbell noticed that another man - always the same person - was stationed at an 
interior window outside the meeting room, presumably to make sure she did nothing irregular.50 
Tarbell was never able to talk with John D. Rockefeller, who was ostensibly retired but 
apparently was still in regular touch with New York via a private telegraph line from his home in 
Cleveland. Later, however, when the series was nearing completion, Tarbell was surprised to receive 
a request for a meeting from Frank Rockefeller, John D. 's younger brother. She found Frank 
Rockefeller agitated and vindictive. He told her how his brother had "robbed" him and his partner of 
their considerable stock holdings in Standard Oil. He also handed over a stack of documents that 
persuaded Tarbell that the situation between Frank and John D. "presented a fair example of what 
were properly called 'Standard Oil methods,' as well as what they could do to the minds and hearts of 
victims. ns1 
Ida B. Wells rarely had official documents or evidence going beyond newspaper clips and 
letters, but she did match Tarbell's persistence when It came to eyewitness accounts of atrocities 
against Negroes. Moreover, given the lack of any wire service for black newspapers and the absence 
of any organizations dedicated to collecting and sifting data dealing with Negroes, It was almost 
impossible to gather information systematically about crimes, lynchings - or even baseball games 
involving Negroes. What Wells did, in essence, was to establish her own wire service or database. 
She used her already established Free Speech correspondents to launch an operation that was to 
provide her with a crude-but-effective system for keeping track of what was happening to Negroes at 
the hands of white vigilantes all over the South. This, plus data collected by the Chicago Tribune, 
provided the information she needed. 
Thanks to a determined effort by the Chicago Tribune to catalog lynchings, Wells was able to 
identify 241 such murders in the United States in 1892 alone. All but four of them occurred in the 
49 Fleming, p. 113. 
so Brady, p. 128. Tarbell was baffled by this man's presence, but S.S. McClure was thoroughly amused-
possibly by the notion that his crack reporter was being accorded all the secret precautions that might have been 
provided for a tycoon's mistress. 
si All in the Day's Work, pp. 237-239. 
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South. The Tribune's tally also showed that 57 percent of these barbaric acts of lawlessness took 
place in six states - Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi and Tennessee. 
Five of the victims (2.1 percent) were black women or girls. In one of the most brutal 
lynchings, Wells learned that a black man (identified only as Hastings), accused of murdering a white 
man, was abducted along with his children -a 14-year-old daughter and a 16-year-old son. The 
father was forced to watch his children be hanged and their bodies riddled with bullets. Only then was 
he lynched.52 
While blacks were lynched for alleged murders and a variety of lesser charges, Wells was 
able to determine from her collected information that the most common reason for lynching black men 
was the alleged rape of a white woman.53 Wells was, perhaps, not a strictly objective researcher in 
this matter, but she became convinced of two things. First, many of the murdered males were people 
whose friends and neighbors believed to be incapable of rape. That included her friends Moss, 
McDowell and Stewart. Second, Wells uncovered clear evidence that, where there had been sexual 
relations, the lynched man's relationship with the white woman had been consensual. 
After reading everything she could gather on lynchings in 1892, Wells concluded that these 
murders had little to do with rape, but everything to do with white fear of black advancement. White 
southerners, who had systematically demolished most of the rights guaranteed to blacks by the 
Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, had still not been able to prevent 
their political and economic success. Jim Crow laws, legalized segregation, poll taxes, restrictions on 
voting rights and substandard public education had all failed to stop blacks from achieving success 
and gaining economic and political clout. In their determination to "keep the nigger down," whites had 
found a way of controlling troublemakers and making it seem morally justified. As W.E.B. DuBois 
noted, "There is one thing that the white South feared more than Negro dishonesty, ignorance and 
incompetency, and that was Negro honesty, knowledge and efficiency.1154 
52 Royster, p. 87. 
53 Royster, p. 86. 
54 McMurry, p. 145. 
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As Wells saw it, the patriarchal society of the white South was dominated by the Cult of True 
Womanhood. This was a post-Civil War notion of "real" women as pious, pure, domestic and 
submissive to their white husbands.55 Women were presumed not to enjoy sex. To them it was a 
wifely obligation that represented, above all, a male "conquest'' of the female. 
When white men had sexual relations with black women, such action became a statement of 
power and dominance over both women and blacks. But, as Wells worked things out, any white 
woman who submitted - willingly or unwillingly - to a black man had forfeited all power to the 
"inferior" race. This somehow translated any act of true lovemaking into a cause for extreme mob 
action, deemed necessary to protect white women's virtue against the black seducer, whether real or 
imagined. Once Wells reached these conclusions, she was ready to strike out against the white 
establishment. Whether she could predict the consequences or not remains to be seen.56 
The next two chapters deal with the stories, columns, chapters and pamphlets each of the 
ldas wrote when she was at last ready to take a stand. Also included will be brief discussions of their 
writing styles and of the public's reaction, both short and long term, to what they wrote. 
55 From a lecture by Alexandria DesChamps, professor of Women's Studies at the University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst, MA, 2001 (http://www.afd@wost.umass.edu.). 
56 McMurry, pp. 152-157. 
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Chapter 6 
Criminality Unmasked: How Tarbell crafted her story 
and reactions to it 
The History of the Standard Oil Company, when published in book form after the 18-part series 
ended in McClure's in 1904, filled two large volumes totaling more than 800 pages and included 64 
appendices of documentation and supporting material filling an additional 241 pages.1• Tarbell began 
with the story of the discovery of underground oil deposits and the drilling of the first artesian well put 
down for petroleum by Edwin Drake in 1859,2 and then traced the almost overnight growth of a new 
industry. Within only a few months, thousands of gallons of oil (then selling at sixty cents per gallon)3 
were being pumped out of the ground. Tarbell described how the inevitable problems of handling and 
transporting such large quantities of liquid led to the growth of secondary businesses, such as tank 
builders and teamsters. Boom towns sprouted almost overnight, and houses -- as well as banks, 
saloons and other commercial structures - were hastily constructed around and between the wooden 
derricks.4 
One month later, in the second installment of The History of the Standard Oil Company, Tarbell 
introduced John D. Rockefeller, then a 23-year-old clerk for a Cleveland, Ohio produce company. She 
described Rockefeller as a young man with a shrewd eye for business opportunity who, in 1865, in 
partnership with two other investors, opened an oil refinery. The venture grew rapidly, and by 1868 
Rockefeller was the business manager of an established and successful operation. With what Tarbell 
described as itte frugal man's hatred of waste and disorder, of middlemen and unnecessary 
1 Brady, p. 152. 
2 Tarbea Ida: The History of the Standard Oil Company, Vol. 1, pp. 7-10. In subsequent notes this title 
will be abbreviated to HSO. 
3 HSO, Vol. I, p. 11. 
4 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 12-16. 
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manipulation"5 Rockefeller cut costs and eliminated waste. And, according to Tarbell, as he would 
demonstrate throughout his career, he gained control of virtually every input required to run the 
business. By building its barrels, transporting its oil with its own wagons, and figuring out ways of 
utilizing waste oil that other producers threw away, Tarbell related that Rockefeller maintained the 
loyalty of his associates while keeping costs tightly controlled.6 The company, which the partners had 
named The Standard Oil Company, was highly successful, even in the boom years when men gained 
and lost fortunes everyday. Rockefeller was soon a wealthy man.7 
Tarbell's series showed how Rockefeller's greatest skill as a businessman was his ability to 
make deals and negotiate. She also made it clear that he was determined to make Standard Oil as 
profitable as possible, and how that pursuit led him to many unconventional schemes. For example, 
she explained, when the company's output reached a point where shipping wagonloads of oil in 
barrels was no longer practical, Rockefeller cut a secret deal with the railroads for lower rates in 
exchange for the larger shipments his refinery was producing. Since the railroads were supposed to 
operate as "common carriers" that provided service to the public, Tarbell explained how "sweetheart'' 
deals such as Rockefeller's were considered unethical, though not illegal. As Tarbell wrote, 
Mr. Rockefeller must have known that the railroad was a common carrier, and 
that the common law forbade discrimination. But he knew that the railroads had 
not obeyed the laws governing them, that they had regularly granted special rates 
and rebates to those who had large amounts of freight.. .. Moreover, Mr. Rockefeller 
probably believed that, in spite of the agreements, if he did not get rebates somebody 
else would; that they were for the wariest, the shrewdest, the most persistent. If 
somebody was to get rebates, why not he? 8 
To keep the arrangement private, according to Tarbell's research, Rockefeller and the railroad 
had agreed to a system whereby Standard would pay the published shipping rate, and then receive a 
partial refund based on the amount of oil it shipped each week. 9 This notion of rebates for Standard 
Oil became one of the major points of contention between Rockefeller and the independent oil 
producers of the region. It also became, according to Tarbell's story, the basis for later congressional 
5 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 43. 
6 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 43. 
7 HSO, Vol. 1, p.44. 
8 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 101. 
9 HSO, Vol. 1, pp. 46-47. 
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investigations that led to the establishment of the Interstate Commerce Commission in 1887, and to 
the eventual breakup of the Standard Oil Trust.10 
As Rockefeller's company grew, Tarbell noted, so did his appetite for wealth and, most of all, 
for power. John D. Rockefeller was not above the use of shady or questionable methods of getting 
information about his competitors, as Tarbell discovered after a few episodes of the series had been 
published and readers who believed they had grievances against Standard Oil came to her with 
information. In one sensational story, Tarbell received a late-night call from a stranger who brought 
with him a pile of old records. The documents provided evidence that Standard had for years been 
spying on competitors by buying access to the railroads' confidential shipping records. The 
independents had always claimed that Standard had an uncanny ability to move ahead of its rivals, but 
no evidence could ever be found of how it managed to learn where, when or to whom competitors 
were making large shipments. Many independents complained that their secrets were being leaked to 
Rockefeller via railroad freight offices around the country. However, Rockefeller's men always had 
explanations that seemed reasonable - usually that they had examined public lists of incoming freight 
cars and their contents, which anyone with time and patience could legally do. 
Tarbell's visitor told a different story. He brought her a tale involving a boy he had taught in 
Sunday School, who worked as an office boy for Rockefeller and had the regular task of burning 
records. According to Kathleen Brady's account, 
One day [the boyl noticed a familiar name entered repeatedly on forms and letters. 
Sorting them, he realized the local railroad office was sendin9 the Standard full details 
on his teacher's dealings and that the Standard was using this information to pirate 
his trade. Amidst the refuse the boy found were similar tabs on other businesses and 
lists of all competitors' shipments gathered from confidential freight office books. Much 
information was on plain white pafl6r, but sometimes recorders carelessly used Railroad 
stationery or signed their names. 1 
The office boy, who had been astute enough to recognize the evidentiary value of the material 
his employer had ordered him to destroy, instead smuggled it out of Standard Oil's offices and brought 
it to his teacher. The teacher showed it to Tarbell. When she examined it, she noted that many 
~~HSO, Vol. 1, pp. 45-46. 
Brady, Kathleen. Ida Tarbell: Portrait of a Muckraker. P. 144. 
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different states were represented in detail - proof that spying on competitors was "not random but was 
in fact a function of Standard Oil's marketing division. 1112 
Using information acquired in this way, Standard had been able to determine where and by how 
much to cut prices in order to drive a competitor or competitors from a territory, establish a monopoly, 
and then raise prices to whatever level it wished.13 This evidence infuriated Tarbell, and probably 
represents a turning point from her previous view that most of the evidence against Rockefeller was 
circumstantial. Here was solid proof that Standard had obtained information, not from gossip or 
publicly posted information, but from a well-organized, illegal spy network. Tarbell later reported that 
her reaction to this discovery had been sudden, gut-wrenching anger . 
. . . the unraveling of this espionage charge, the proofs of it, turned my stomach against 
the Standard in a way that the indefensible and robust fights over transportation had 
never done. There was a littleness about it that seemed utterly contemptible compared 
to the immense genius and ability that had gone into the organization. Nothing about 
the Standard had even given me the feeling that did.14 
Adding this new piece of ammunition to her growing arsenal of evidence, Tarbell continued her 
investigation. She wrote that when a group of refiners in Cleveland (next to the Pennsylvania Oil 
Region the largest refining center in the country) boasted that they would soon become the center of 
the American "oil kingdom, 1115 Rockefeller could not ignore the challenge. Recognizing the geographic 
advantage of the "creek refineries" located close to the wells, he began a cautious, secret campaign to 
consolidate the small refineries into one huge operation under his management. 
According to Tarbell, Rockefeller argued that there were several major advantages to 
consolidation. First, by operating as a single, massive producer, the company could secure more 
favorable shipping rates (in the form of rebates) from the railroads. It could also demand "drawbacks" 
or kickbacks on the full-rate shipments of competitors. This second scheme, Tarbell wrote, bordered 
on extortion, but Rockefeller believed that, if all of the oil producers and refiners in the region joined 
forces under his leadership, they would be able to force freight rates to their advantage. Another 
12 Brady, p. 144. 
13 Brady, p. 144. 
14 Ida M. Tarbell, in a speech at Allegheny College, quoted in Brady, p. 145. 
15 HSO,Vol. 1, p. 51. 
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advantage Rockefeller promoted was the ability of a large operation to restrict production when prices 
were low. This, Tarbell said, would decrease supply and force the price of oil higher.16 
In 1871 Rockefeller and a group of associates purchased the charter (or business license) for a 
defunct organization called "The South Improvement Company." Tarbell described how, operating 
under this nondescript name, the group began to recruit converts. In order to prevent the scheme from 
becoming public prematurely, Rockefeller required a pledge of absolute secrecy from each producer 
he approached. Tarbell revealed that each oilman was required to sign a written agreement before he 
was given any specific information about the scheme.17 
Tarbell described how Rockefeller and his partners had hoped to involve only selected oil 
producers in the operation, and they apparently saw to it that all of their friends and family were taken 
care of. Ironically, according to McClure's, the railroad owners, - who were in on the scheme from the 
beginning because of the rebate and drawback provisions - now insisted that they would be violating 
their charter if membership were not available to any producer who wanted a part of it - at least in 
letter if not in spirit.18 Later, under investigation, Rockefeller and his associates would testify to the 
validity of that statement. What they did not mention, Tarbell wrote, was that the "fair" prices paid to 
those late entries for their leases and refineries were a fraction of their actual value, and the formidable 
competition of the conglomerate made it impossible for the small operators to do anything except sell. 
By this time, Tarbell related, John D. Rockefeller had established himseH as a hard-nosed 
businessman with a personal code of ethics and justice that was, to say the least, odd in comparison 
to other big businessmen of the day. Other men of wealth and power had been studied as closely as 
Tarbell studied Rockefeller, and while Andrew Carnegie or J.P.Morgan may have been judged as 
ruthless or power-crazed or tyrannical, all were open about their dealings. Rockefeller was a "woH in a 
prayer shawl,"19 enigmatic and secretive. W.G. Joens drew a vivid picture of the public's view of 
Rockefeller in an article in The Arena in 1905 when he wrote "There are worse men than John D. 
16 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 55. 
17 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 56. 
18 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 57. 
19 Brady, p. 137. 
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Rockefeller. There is probably no one who in the public mind so typifies the grave and startling 
menace to the social order.'@ 
The man was always intensely private, secretive and closed-mouthed about both his business 
and personal affairs. Tarbell reported that Rockefeller was a faithful Baptist and a regular attender and 
active member of his Cleveland, Ohio church. He supported its work generously and unostentatiously, 
lived simply and by later reports frugally, rarely appeared in public, and spent his leisure time actively 
involved in the upbringing of his children. 21 Yet Rockefeller seemed to believe that his piety and his 
achievement of wealth and power somehow granted him the right to do business in ways that 
conventional standards of morality and justice deemed inappropriate. As Tarbell put it, 
... he was willing to strain every nerve to obtain tor himself special and unjust 
privileges from the railroads which were bound to ruin every man in the oil business 
not sharing them with him. He was willing to array himself against the combined 
better sentiment of a whole industry, to oppose a popular movement aimed at 
righting an injustice .... Religious emotion and sentiments of charity, propriety and 
self-denial seem to have taken the place in him of notions of justice and regard tor 
the rights of others.22 
This odd dichotomy of Christian piety and ruthless business dealing clearly puzzled Tarbell, but 
she reported it in exactly the same manner as virtually everything else about Rockefeller - in the 
straightforward, tactual reporting style that was her hallmark. As journalistic historian Robert 
Kochersberger put it, Tarbell's series "shows clearly her conviction that business, if lacking morality, 
had to be controlled. But this indictment was dispassionate. Her work always appeared as tact-based 
reporting and not as advocacy.n23 It would not, however, be an accurate reflection of the entire 18-part 
series to suggest that Tarbell never strayed into the subjective. As she acknowledged in her 
autobiography, "If I was tempted from the strait [sic] and narrow path of the one who seeks for that 
which is so and why it is so, I sooner or later returned. n'l4 
According to Tarbell, the South Improvement Company had been only one of Rockefeller's 
many schemes established and operated in pursuit of his goal of controlling the entire petroleum 
industry. From owning the oil wells and refineries, he broadened his control by buying up the railroads 
20 Joens, W.G., The Arena, August, 1905, p. 156. Quoted in Brady, p. 157. 
21 HSO, Vol. 1, p. 102. 
22 HSO, Vol. 1, P. 102. 
23 Kochersberger, p. 66. 
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and pipeline companies that transported the oil, and eventually by gaining ownership of the banks that 
financed the various operations. By controlling every aspect of the oil industry, Tarbell wrote, 
Rockefeller was able to maximize profits and control supply and demand. As a result, she said, The 
Standard Oil Company, as the controlling corporation, made millions for its stockholders. Rockefeller, 
of course, controlled the majority of the shares and profited enormously.25 
Tarbell described how numerous attempts were made by non-affiliated oil producers to discredit 
or stop the activities of Standard Oil and its affiliates, but with little success. Lawsuits charging 
conspiracy were filed, the most notable one in 1879, but the plaintiffs - independent oil producers or 
small groups of producers - were never successful. Spurred by demands from those producers, 
numerous state and federal investigations of Standard Oil and its practices were conducted but, 
according to Tarbell, none resulted in judgments against it -- thanks in large measure to Standard's 
legal and political battalions. 
As early as 1872, Congress attempted to establish an Interstate Commerce Commission as a 
means of regulating the rates and activities of freight haulers-primarily the railroads. Nearly twenty 
years would elapse before such a regulatory agency was established. It was clear that Rockefeller 
and Standard Oil exerted control over government, as well as industry. One notable lawsuit was 
brought against Rockefeller and eight of his colleagues in 1872 charging conspiracy against the 
independent producers. But, Tarbell said, it was lost by the plaintiffs mostly because they failed to work 
together. They were no match for Rockefeller's tightly-controlled, overpowering organization.26 In the 
face of such opposition, Tarbell wrote, the independents were simply overwhelmed, and the suit was 
settled out of court. 
The second half of The History of the Standard Oil Company dealt with the numerous attempts 
made by independent producers, local and state governments, and finally the federal government, to 
correct what was, by the 1870s, Standard's complete and total monopoly on all aspects of the 
petroleum industry. As Tarbell reported, Rockefeller controlled most of the major producing and 
refining facilities in Pennsylvania, Ohio and parts of several other states. He also owned or controlled 
24 All in the Day's Work, p. 399. 
25 HSO, Vol 2, p. 283. 
26 HSO, Vol. 1, pp.240-248. 
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(through stock ownership) the railroads and pipeline companies that transported the oil those 
operations produced. Furthermore, he owned or was the controlling stockholder of the banks that 
financed all of these businesses. Tarbell concluded that Rockefeller's grip on the transportation and 
financial networks meant that it was virtually impossible for any independent producer to make money 
in the oil business. 
Rockefeller possessed one other trump card that the independents could do nothing about. He 
could control the market price of oil, and they could not. With its huge resources and global presence, 
Tarbell explained, Standard could afford to increase production and depress prices to an artificially-low 
level, and absorb the losses far longer than the independents could hold out. And Standard had 
enormous resources - of wealth, of influence and of total disdain for commonly-held standards of 
ethical behavior in business. As Tarbell put it, 
Mr. Rockefeller has systematically played with loaded dice, and it is doubtful if 
there has ever been a time since 1872 when he has run a race with a competitor 
and started fair. Business played in this way loses all its sportsmanlike qualities. 
It is fit only for tricksters. 27 
The deck was not forever stacked in Rockefeller's favor, however, Tarbell explained. During 
the 1890s, slowly and almost imperceptibly his power base was beginning to erode in the face of more 
aggressive state and local governments. Contempt charges had been filed against Standard in 1892 
for failure to obey an Ohio court order to cease monopolistic practices in that state. Standard had 
ignored the judgment, dragged its feet, and then requested (and received) an extension of the time 
allowed for the breakup. During that period, the Ohio Attorney General - apparently the only public 
official in the state who had been able to resist Standard's influence, and who had been the driving 
force behind the action against Rockefeller - died. The case was subsequently dropped, but 
according to Tarbell, Standard Oil saw the potential for similar trouble to occur in Ohio and elsewhere. 
As a result, Rockefeller moved his company headquarters and legal base of operations to New 
Jersey. At the same time, Standard consolidated its many separate branches into one massive 
organization operating in a state where, according to Tarbell, governmental activity (and potential 
21 HSO, Vol. 2, p. 288. 
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trouble) could be more easily controlled. 28 Rockefeller was, in a figurative sense, circling his wagons, 
although there had not yet been an attack. 
The undercurrents of Tarbell's righteous concern for a sense of human decency and 
fair play in business surfaced in the last chapter of The History of the Standard Oil Company. Included 
was a response that Rockefeller had given to a questioner who had asked him why he "did it." His 
answer was simply that "Everyone was doing it. We were not the only ones.'129 This explanation was 
clearly unacceptable to Ida M. Tarbell, who dropped her usual objectivity and detachment to offer her 
own perspectives on what differentiated good business practices from Rockefeller's idea of winner-
take-all, by fair means or foul. Tarbell, departing from her usual objectivity only in the last pages of the 
series, made clear her view of this justification, as well as of Standard's overall business philosophies. 
"The truth is," she wrote, "blackmail and every other business vice is the natural result of the peculiar 
business practices of the Standard. "3o 
What apparently really bothered Tarbell deeply was that Standard Oil's immoral practices were 
being endorsed, followed and defended by some - if not many - other American businessmen. "Very 
often," she wrote, "people who are willing to see that Mr. Rockefeller has employed force and fraud to 
secure his ends, justify him by declaring, 'It's business.' " In other words, she argued, this has become 
"a legitimate excuse tor hard dealing, sly tricks, special privileges. 1131 It was, she added, "common 
enough" to hear men arguing that "the ordinary laws of morality do not apply in business1132 The 
methods that Standard Oil employs "with such acumen, persistency and secrecy," Tarbell argued, "are 
employed by all sorts of business men, from comer grocers up to bankers. If exposed, they are 
excused on the ground that this is business. 1133 
Not only were these nefarious activities applauded by some, but, she continued, their 
supporters not infrequently invoked Christian doctrine of charity in their defense. According to this 
logic, as Tarbell explained it, "we are erring mortals and must allow tor each other's weaknesses! - an 
28 HSO, Vol. 2, pp. 277-287. 
29 HSO, Vol. 2, p. 28. 
30 HSO, Vol. 2, p. 291, quoted in http://www.bilderberg.org/whatafel.htm). 
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excuse which, if carried to its legitimate conclusion, would leave our businessmen weeping on one 
another's shoulders over human frailty, while they picked one another's pockets. "34 
For Tarbell, one of the "most depressing" features of the ethical side of business was that 
"instead of such methods arousing contempt they are more or less openly admired." In America today, 
she added, "business success" was being canonized and the men who made a success like that of the 
Standard Oil Trust became "national heroes." Tarbell's next sentence almost certainly came from the 
depths of her heart: "It is the most startling feature of the case to one who would like to feel that it is 
possible to be a commercial people and yet a race of gentlemen. n'Js 
While it is widely believed that muckrakers did not offer solutions - that they were only problem 
spotters - Tarbell did offer up two solutions to the twin problems of The Standard Oil Company and the 
climate that lionized such activities as it practiced. The first task facing "the people of the United 
States, and nobody else" she contended, was to "secure free and equal transportation privileges by 
rail, pipe and waterway ... Until the transportation matter is settled, and settled right," she argued, "the 
monopolistic trust will be with us, a leech on our pockets, a barrier to our free efforts".36 
The second solution, she said, required a restoration of ethics to business. The only cure, 
according to Tarbell, was "an increasing scorn of unfair play - an increasing sense that a thing won by 
breaking the rules of the game is not worth the winning." Only when other businessmen react to shady 
practices and unfair competitive methods with "the same summary disdainful ostracism" accorded to 
doctors or lawyers who are unprofessional or to athletes who abuse the rules, she concluded, then "we 
shall have gone a long way toward making commerce a fit pursuit for our young men. n'J7 
The long-awaited publication of The History of the Standard Oil Company tipped the scales of 
public opinion against Rockefeller, whose name was now widely seen as "a synonym for unbridled 
34 Rockefeller and Standard, http://www.bilderberg.org/whatafel.html). 
35 Rockefeller and Standard, http://www.bilderberg.org/whatafel.html). 
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ruthlessness and power."38 "Before she was done," wrote Rockefeller biographer Ron Chernow, "Ida 
Tarbell had turned America's most private man into its most public and hated figure.'139 
The series had the effect of galvanizing public sentiment in favor of governmental action and 
against the abuses and shady tactics that Standard had been perpetuating for years. Tarbell did not 
demand specific action against Standard Oil, but as always remained the objective reporter. She 
described what happened, provided objective and complete information, and let her readers draw their 
own conclusions. 
Initial public reaction to the first magazine installments had been encouraging, and by the time 
hatt a dozen had been published Tarbell's series had created a "tremendous crescendo" of national 
attention.40 Even President Theodore Roosevelt was an avid reader and had sent Tarbell a flattering 
note.41 
In November, 1904, as the last installments appeared in McClure's, the two-volume edition of 
The History of the Standard Oil Company was published to much fanfare. By then, McClure's 
circulation had risen by at least 75,000 (to 375,000) and Ida M. Tarbell had become a household name 
as countless newspapers carried profiles and pictures of the author.42 Tarbell kept the clippings, and a 
large scrapbook in her personal collection contains reviews and reactions from all over America. 
Columns are included from newspapers as widespread as the Topeka Herald, the Portland (Maine) 
News, the New Yori< Times and the New Brunswick Globe. Edttorial cartoonists had a field day with 
the material in Tarbell's work, too. Preserved in her scrapbook is a drawing showing Ida M. shooting 
the Rockefellers with a bow and arrow, and another depicting Rockefeller skewered on the flagpole 
atop the dome of the U.S. Capitol. Another cartoon, with the caption "Let your light shine before men," 
depjcted Tarbell stoking up a fire.43 
Not every newspaper in the Oil Region applauded Tarbell's work, however. The Oil City 
Derrick, a local publication from the Tttusville area that once had championed the cause of the 
38 Collier and Horowitz, Rockefellers, p. 4. 
39 Chernow, p. 438. 
40 Chernow, p. 449. 
41 Charnow, p. 449. 
42 Brady. P. 152, and Chernow, p. 449. 
43 Tarbell Collection, Drake Well Museum, Titusville, PA, and Brady, pp. 153-153. 
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independents, had "gone over to the Standard" and was now a Rockefeller organ. 44 It railed against 
Tarbell. In her scrapbook next to a highly unfavorable review, Tarbell -- revealing something of her dry 
sense of humor - attached a copy of a polite note sent by the S.S. McClure Company thanking the 
Derrickfor its publicity on her book.45 
But the Oil City Derrick appeared to be an exception, judging from the reception Tarbell 
received in 1905 when McClure's sent her on a tour of the Kansas and Indian Territory oilfields. These 
independent operations were not affiliated with Standard Oil, and at the time were the most productive 
oil deposits ever discovered in America. Traveling by dusty buckboard from boomtown to boomtown, 
Ida M. Tarbell was a hit everywhere she went. Wildcatters serenaded her, demanded speeches and 
hailed her as a hero. During that time, S.S. McClure wrote a note to Tarbell in which he told her "The 
way you are esteemed and reverenced pleases me tremendously. You are today the most generally 
famous woman in America People universally speak of you with such a reverence that I am getting 
sort of afraid of you. 1146 In one letter home to her colleagues at the McClure's office, Tarbell wrote "I 
hope to Heaven that all the foolishness about my respected self which has been published in these 
papers out here will not reach the office. Believe nothing until I have a hearing." 47 
Tarbell's colleagues in and outside of McClure's expressed admiration not only for what she 
had accomplished, but also for her gracious, evenhanded nature that did not seem to have been 
affected by all her sudden fame. For herself, Tarbell found being famous exhausting. The 
concentrated effort of four years of nearly nonstop research and writing had worn her out, and the 
anger she felt at the wrecking of so many lives left her drained. She admitted "In writing my Standard 
Oil chapters my sympathies have been mightily worked upon until I have suffered over again the 
defeats of these independent refiners.1148 
Despite her emotional exhaustion and library burnout, there was one piece of the Standard Oil 
story still to be told, and Sam McClure was determined to do it. He wanted to publish a profile of John 
D. Rockefeller himself. Ida Tarbell was without a doubt the only person who could write it. She may 
44 Brady, p. 152. 
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have been running on empty at this time - especially since her beloved father had died of stomach 
cancer in March of 1905 - but Tarbell appears to have relished the assignment. 
During her years of research for The History of the Standard Oil Company, Tarbell had 
accumulated a tremendous amount of anecdotal material about John D. Rockefeller that she did not 
use in the series. Its focus, after all, had been the company, not the man, and she was careful to be 
sure she reported factual, well-substantiated information about it. With the Rockefeller profile, 
however, Tarbell apparently felt she was under no such constraint. Her tone was entirely different 
now; she abandoned objectivity and spoke straight from her heart - and her conscience. "It was as if a 
rich, strong underground pool had been tapped and had come forth in a rush. 1149 She unleashed a 
torrent of pent-up fury, accusing Rockefeller of everything from baldness to being the son of a snake-
oil salesman. She found him guilty of dishonesty, greed, moral weakness and hypocrisy.50 
All of the rage Tarbell had stnled as she unraveled the story of how Rockefeller had gained 
power over and maintained a chokehold on the oil industry now poured from her pen to the printed 
page - although, in her characteristically clear, orderly style the tone seemed almost pleasant. 
Nevertheless, she seemed to hold nothing back. "If he wanted them" she wrote "he treated them as 
one treats the man he wants, generously - if he did not want them he drove them from the industry; if 
possible he did this by frightening or bullying them. Creating a panic in his opponent's mind became, 
indeed, one of his chief commercial weapons. 1151 
Tarbell went so far as to suggest that Rockefeller's obsessive greed and lack of feeling were 
clearly apparent simply by studying a photograph, and a sketch of the 66-year-old tycoon had 
accompanied her article. As far as she was concerned, it revealed "Concentration, craftiness, cruelty, 
and something indefinably repulsive."52 She described Rockefeller's mouth as "only a slit -the lips are 
quite lost, as if by eternal grinding together of the teeth - teeth set on something he would have. His 
big cheeks, she added, "puffy, bulging unpleasantly under his eyes, and the skin which covers them has 
49 Brady, p. 139. 
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a curiously unhealthy pallor. It is this puffiness, this unclean flesh" she added, "which repels, as the thin 
slit of a mouth terrifies.''53 
One of Tarbell's techniques in this article was to pose questions to the reader that were barely 
disguised opinions of her own. For example, she asked, 
Does he believe that money is a paramount duty, a sort of higher law justifying 
law-breaking, falsehood ana extortion? Does he believe that the good his gentler 
self can do by charity ... more than balances the harm its accumulation works? 
That is, does the end just!fy the means, in Mr. Rockefeller's opinion, so that 
he can unflinchingly face his own record and say, 'I am right." Is it the inner 
consciousness of his own righteousness that keeps him silent before a sneering 
public?54 
In trying to fathom her subject, Tarbell hypothesized that Rockefeller was a man "whose soul is 
built like a ship in air-tight compartments ... one devoted to business, one to religion and charity, one to 
simple living and one to nobody knows what. But between these compartments there are no doors. 
The lffe that goes on in compartment I has no relation to that of compartment II, has no influence on it. 
Each is a solitary unit." It was, she added, an "uncanny explanation, but it may be the true one. nss 
Besides posing questions that were really charges, Tarbell employed the mind of the "great 
public" to level further accusations. Thus, she said that the public could regard Rockefeller as a 
"hypocrite, intriguer, freak of nature" who, for 40 years, has "lent all the power of his great ability to 
perpetuating ... a system of illegal and unjust discrimination by common carriers." She said that the 
great public was entitled to see Rockefeller as someone who has "fought to prevent every attempt to 
regulate the wrongs the system wrought, and when he failed to do so he has turned his craft and skill to 
finding secret and devious ways of securing the privileges he desired. "56 
There followed another litany of charges against Rockefeller for having: "turned commerce from 
a peaceful pursuit to war, and honeycombed it with cruel and corrupt practice" and for having turned 
competition "from honorable emulation to cutthroat struggle".57 
And yet, according to Tarbell, the perpetrator of all this deliberate mayhem had the gall to call 
the Standard Oil Company "a benefaction" and "to point to his church-going and his charities as proof of 
53 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 387. 
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his righteousness. "58 For her part, Tarbell felt certain that the great public realized this was a sham. 
Indeed, she believed that anyone of "a straight-forward nature" would see through Rockefeller's 
arguments as "supreme, cruel wrong-doing cloaked by religion." There is, she contended, "but one 
name for it, hypocrisy."59 
In fact, Tarbell used the words hypocrisy and hypocrite at least eight times in her character 
study, primarily to describe Rockefeller, but also to attack all businessmen who justified their nefarious 
business activities by their deeds of charity.60 She despised this connection and equally abhorred those 
who relied on Scriptures with such quotes as "Let him who has not sinned cast the first stone" and 
"judge not, that ye be not judged. nSl 
Curiously, Tarbell appears to have had less scorn for businessmen who cheated without using 
the church or charity argument to mask their desire to win at all costs. Rather, it seemed, they should 
sail the seas of business as pirates than under the Christian banner. 
The black flag openly flaunted is certainly less dangerous and less odious than 
a religious banner. But still it is not reassunng to know that so large a number of our 
commercial leaders go about their daily buccaneering with their tongues in their cheeks 
and a defiant What are you going to do about it' on their lips.62 
Business, as it was being practiced by Rockefeller, this "puzzling and pitiful monstrosity," was 
based on secrecy, force, bribery and trickery. According to Tarbell the result was a "vicious business 
system ... whose perpetuation and expansion has brought us into one of the most serious public 
situations since the Civil War.~ 
But there was a larger problem, according to Tarbell, and that was the fact that "the code which 
has worked out so perfectly, and to which he has given the sanction of piety" has become preeminent 
among militant businessmen. And this code, she declared, "is the justification of any practice, until no 
price is too great to pay for winning. "64 
"On every side of us," Tarbell complained, "the Rockefeller practice of separating morals strictly 
from the business in hand is winning adherents and defenders." It was the saturation of all forms of 
58 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 396. 
59 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 396. 
60 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 396. 
61 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 396. 
62 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 396. 
63 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." PP. 396-397. 
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American life with "commercial Machiavellism," she added, "which forces a study of John D. Rockefeller 
on those interested in our ethical and intellectual tendencies. He symbolizes the thing - is, as far as we 
can see, the very essence of the thing." ... He is, she concluded, '1he founder of a creed charged with 
poison."65 
Tarbell's venom against Rockefeller might not have been quite what it seemed. One of her 
biographers felt that she was deeply angered by the notion that a man such as Rockefeller could "live 
and act and triumph" - in short, get away with what he did. As Kathleen Brady put it, Rockefeller was 
"A Tarbell hero gone wrong." He was a seH-made man, born to poverty and poorly educated, who had 
against all the odds made himseH enormously successful. All of this should have added up to the type 
of classic, rags-to-riches success story Americans love.66 But John D. ruined it for Tarbell and, to her 
mind, everyone else because of his greed, his hypocrisy and, most of all, the fact that he did not 
champion the values of fair play and honesty in business and in life. And, in this sense, Tarbell seems 
to have felt like a lover spumed.67 
It is interesting to note that, while the public and press accepted and applauded her History of 
the Standard Oil Company, Tarbell's two-part character study of Rockefeller drew the ire of several 
parties - including some of her supporters - because they felt that she had gone too far. For example, 
Harper's Weekly wondered if it was "envy, uncharitableness or what that induces spasms of attack 
upon men who get rich and give away money?" A church publication, The Presbyterian Banner, called 
her Rockefeller profile "sinister and indecent.1768 
Tarbell felt obliged to respond, putting out the word that she stood by her statements. 
Moreover, she did not miss an opportunity to return to the charge, claiming that "If Mr. Rockefeller did 
not and had not all his life declared that the church and the Bible were the most precious things in his 
life, I should hesitate to apply the golden rule .... As it is, I claim I have that right.~9 
While the Rockefeller "character studies" generated criticism and put Tarbell and McClure's on 
the defensive, they did not - curiously- provoke any counter attack or even a serious response from 
64 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 398. 
65 "John D. Rockefeller, A Character Study." P. 398. 
66 Brady, p. 153. 
67 See also Chernow, p. 443. 
68 Brady, p. 155. 
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the Rockefeller camp with respect to her series on The History of the Standard Oil Company.70 John D. 
Rockefeller, while deeply hurt, refused to react publicly to either the initial series or to the later profile-
slash-attack on him as a person. He frequently called her "Miss Tarbarrel" with his golfing cronies, and 
at least once railed against "the poison tongue of this poison woman who seeks to poison the public 
with every endeavor. "71 But his attacks were always made in private. He steadfastly refused to go 
public. "Not a word" he told his advisers. "Not a word about that misguided woman."72 Rockefeller 
biographer Ron Chernow describes this as Standard Oil's "haughty, self-defeating silence."73 Tarbell, 
more than anyone, was surprised at the "kid-glove treatment" that she received.74 
Part of Rockefeller's refusal to wade into a public sparring match can be explained by his 
almost reclusive nature as a very private person. 75 Another part can be attributed to a business strategy 
that, while employing intelligence and espionage against others, created a "total wall of silence" against 
the outside world, including the government and public officials who Standard dealt with "as roughly as 
they did with business competitors."76 As Tarbell's friend Henry Rogers once put it, "We will see 
Standard Oil in Hell before we will let any set of men tell us how to run our business. ,m This posture was 
doubled and redoubled when it came to the press, which Rockefeller "hated and mistrusted and 
avoided" with what, for him, was a passion.78 
A third factor that almost certainly contributed to Rockefeller's refusal to rebut or refute Tarbell -
and the battering that he took - was the old man's failure to perceive the growing influence of the new 
mass-market newspapers of the early 2ct century with their more sophisticated technology. These 
included W.R. Hearst's New York Journal and Joseph Pulitzer's New York World, which "attacked him 
mercilessly."79 Rockefeller also appears to have failed to understand the potential of the growing 
69 Brady, p. 154, citing the Chicago Record Herald, July 14, 1905. 
7° Chernow, p. 455. 
71 Chernow, pp. xxi-xxii, 457. 
72 Chernow, p. 457, and AmericQll Experience, The Rockefellers, 
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74 Chernow, pp.455-456. 
75 Chernow, p. 438. 
76 Chernow, p. 520. 
77 Chernow, p. 520. 
73 Chernow, pp. 440, 520; Collier and Horowitz, p. 66; and Lance Morrow, Wizard ofMoney., Columbia 
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newspaper chains and mass-circulation magazines when it came to shaping public opinion and the 
political agenda press. 80 
Interestingly, Rockefeller's most recent biographer, Ron Chernow, offers a fourth reason for 
JDR's failure to counterattack. The main reason, he argued, was that Rockefeller could not dispute 
"just a few of Tarbell's assertions wtthout admitting the truth of many others, and a hard core of truth did 
lie behind the scattered errors. "81 One reason why this observation seems so noteworthy is that, in his 
book, Chernow takes Tarbell to task several rimes for inaccuracies in her work ("numerous errors"), 
even going so far as to describe her Standard Oil series as "a superior screed masquerading as sober 
history. "82 
Eventually, Rockefeller "got the message" about the importance of public opinion. This 
occurred, however, beginning in 1907 - nearly three years after Tarbell's articles had been published, 
discussed, and accepted as something bordering on the truth about the trusts' violence against the 
"spim of American fair play. "83"fhe "real publicity watershed" for Standard Oil came when it hired a 
former New York Herald reporter, Joseph I.C. Clarke, to be its publicity agent.84While this was in some 
ways an almost unprecedented move by any major business, Clarke primarily functioned as a 
reactionary operative - that is, he generally responded to negative articles by digging up the Standard 
Oil version, then visiting editors and demanding that his "facts" should be printed. 85 As Ray Hiebert put it, 
Clarke was "little more than a [19" century] press agenr for the company.86 
It took another three years before the gloves came off at Standard Oil. In that case, a company 
executive named Elbert Hubbard sought (with a great deal of color) to discredit Tarbell and her work by 
attacking her motives in what appears to have been a privately published book in 1910. Ida M. Tarbell, 
he wrote, was 
an honest, bitter, talented, prejudiced and disappointed woman who wrote from her 
own point of view. And that view is from the ditch, where her father's wheelbarrow 
Pulitzer denounced Rockefeller as "the father of trusts, the king of monopolists, the czar of the oil 
business" and a man who "relentlessly crushes all competitors." Swanberg. Pulitzer, p. 187. 
80 Morrow, July/Aug.1998, pp. 63, 66, and Chernow, pp. 435,525. 
81 Chernow, p. 450. 
82 Chernow, pp. 443-447, 456. 
83 Morrow, pp. 63-64, and Chernow, p. 525. 
84 Collier &-Horowitz, pp. 6fHJ7, and Chernow, pp. 525-528. 
85 Collier & Horowitz, pp. 66-67 / 
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was landed by a Standard Oil tankwagon .... She shot from cover, and she shot to kill. 
Such literary bushwhackers should be answered shot for shot. Sniping the commercial 
caravan may be legitimate, but to my mind the Tarbell-Steffens-Russell-Roosevelt-Sinclair 
method of inky warfare is quite as unethical as the alleged tentacled-octopi policy 
which they attack. 87 
By then, of course, the public had come a long way toward accepting Tarbell's indictment of 
Standard Oil as a company that had established itself as a trust and a monopoly through ''fraud, deceit, 
special privilege, gross illegality, bribery, coercion, intimidation, espionage, or outright terror.~ These 
methods, coupled with Tarbell's profile of the man, also contributed to a growing public perception of 
John D. Rockefeller as a money-crazed hypocrite, a monster, and even a "social cripple" whose 
influence had made "our national life ... on every side distinctly poorer, uglier, meaner.',a9 
While the public might have agreed that the Rockefeller influence on the nation was sinister -
perhaps even evil, this was not Tarbell's primary goal or concern. Even more important to her was the 
impact of The History of the Standard Oil Company on the judicial and legislative bodies of the nation, 
both at state and federal levels. Could anything be done to bring Rockefeller's Standard Oil Company 
within the laws of the land? 
It must be stressed that there is no direct evidence that Tarbell's massive effort was directly 
responsible for any federal or state legislation or legal action. On the other hand, Rockefeller 
biographer Chernow claimed that the Tarbell series "virtually guaranteed that Standard Oil would be the 
central target of any federal trustbusting probe. ,,go And the chronology suggests that her series was 
almost certainly a catalyst for politicians and judges. For example, on the legal front, a petition was 
filed in November, 1906 under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act against Standard Oil of New Jersey, its 
affiliated corporations and its seven trustees, charging that the defendants had conspired to restrain 
and monopolize interstate commerce in petroleum. Just as Tarbell had contended in her book, the 
government charged that Standard had "conspired to monopolize trade by securing rebates and 
preferences from railroads, by controlling pipelines, by price cutting, by espionage, by operating under 
1r1 Kochersberger, p. 66, quoting Elbert Hubbard, Standard Oil Co., East Aurora, NY. Roycroft Shop, 1910, 
Wi· 13-14. 
Lyon, p. 210. 
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the guise of sham companies, and by eliminating competition. 1191 The judge affinned the government's 
contentions, and Standard appealed. 
Finally, after a five-year court battle, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the decision in May of 
1911, and the Standard Oil Company was dissolved. As a result of the dissolution, many small 
companies were established in place of the once-huge conglomerate. Among them were names 
familiar today- Standard Oil of New Jersey became Exxon, Standard Oil of New York was renamed 
Mobil, Standard Oil of California was rechristened Chevron, and Standard Oil of Indiana, Amoco. 
In 1905, the Federal Bureau of Corporations (later renamed the Federal Trade Commission} 
began an investigation of petroleum transportation and the relationship of the oil trust to the railroads. Its 
1906 report found that the railroads had, indeed, discriminated in favor of Standard Oil. Other 
investigations revealed similar findings about Standard's relationships with pipeline companies. 92 
Most significantly, the ultimate triumph of Tarbell's effort was in the legislative arena, where her 
work almost certainly contributed to changes in law. The Hepburn Act (1906} classified pipeline 
companies, like railroads, as common carriers and provided for greater control of shipping rates. The 
Mann-Elkins Act (1910} strengthened the Interstate Commerce Commission, and the Clayton Act (1914} 
prohibited monopolistic practices that unfairly stifled competition. Finally, the Federal Trade Commission 
Act, also in 1914, created a federal agency to oversee and police business practices. Within a decade 
of the publication of The History of The Standard Oil Company, virtually all the abuses Tarbell had 
pointed out were made illegal or else made subject to regulation. 93 
In addition to the legal and procedural changes implemented to rein in companies like Standard, 
Tarbell's massive effort had a significant effect on the magazine field - at least insofar as content was 
concerned. The credit is not entirely Tarbell's, but her work is considered by some to be a leading 
reason why magazines became more prominent as instruments of social change. 94 Hitherto, popular 
magazines had concentrated on publishing fiction, historical studies, and biographies of successful 
public figures -who were almost always men (as described by men}. The new kind of investigative 
journalism demanded that the reader do more than just read. In fact, Steffens, Baker, Sinclair and the 
91 Brady, p. 158. 
92 Brady, pp. 158-160. 
93 Brady, p. 160. 
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other muckrakers joined with Tarbell in expecting readers to think critically and react accordingly. That 
Tarbell, through a series published in a magazine, was able so effectively to turn the tide of public 
opinion and effect changes in the status quo precipitated a notable change in the role that magazines 
played in American journalism. Everette E. Dennis, executive director of the Freedom Forum, in 1993 
described Tarbell's work as "so strong" that it "helped make magazines instruments of social change.1195 
94 Dennis, Everette E., in forward to Kochersberger, pp. 13-16. 
95 Kochersberger, More, p. xiv. 
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Chapter 7 
Criminality Unmasked: How Wells crafted her pamphlets, and 
reactions to them 
Ida 8. Wells' main works on lynching consist of three pamphlets, published in 1892, 1895 and 
1900 and comprising a total of 158 pages. Only the first of these appeared in a newspaper before 
being converted to pamphlet format.1 It was called Southern Horrors. Lynch Law in all its Phases and 
was originally published in a special edition of the June 25, 1892 number of the New York Age, one of 
the largest and most respected black papers in America. It was subsequently turned into a 23-page 
pamphlet, priced at 15 cents, and dedicated to the African-American women of New York and Brooklyn 
who raised money for its publication.2 
In her preface, Ida B. Wells described her goal to give the world "a true, unvarnished account of 
the causes of lynch law in the South.:in Somebody, she wrote, must show that "the Afro-American race 
is more sinned against than sinning, and it seems to have fallen upon me to do so.4" Then, she added: 
The awful death-roll that Judge Lynch is calling every week is appalling, not only 
because of the lives it takes, the rank cruelty and outrage to the citizens, but 
because of the prejudice it fosters and the stain it places against the good name 
of a weak race. 
Once these facts were known, she hoped, they would stimulate "this great American Republic to 
demand that justice be done though the heavens fall.6" If this work aroused the conscience of the 
American people to a demand for justice for every citizen, and punishment by law for the lawless, then 
1 The New York Age, Jwie 25, 1892, and Southern Horrors, Lynch Law in all its Phases, 1892. 
2 Royster (Ed.), p. 49. 
3 Royster (Ed.), p. 50. 
4 Royster (Ed), p. 50. 
5Royster (Ed.), p. 51. 
6 Royster (Ed.), p. 50. 
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Wells concluded, "I shall feel I have done my race a service. Other considerations are of minor 
importance. "7 
There followed a letter by Frederick Douglass, easily the most famous and respected black 
American of the day, in which he thanked Wells for her "faithful paper on the lynch abomination now 
generally practiced against colored people in the South." He praised her "cool, painstaking fidelity" to 
the "naked and uncontradicted" facts, which, he said, spoke for themselves. Douglass also seemed to 
recognize the risks Wells was taking, when he described her as a "brave woman!" and said that she 
had "done your people and mine a service which can neither be weighed nor measured. "8 
Wells then recounted the story of the abduction and lynching at The Curve of her three Memphis 
friends. She also included her Free Speech editorial contending that the alleged rape of white women 
by black men was a bogus excuse for lynching blacks. In fact, she argued, few if any rapes of white 
women by black men ever occurred. Instead, Wells wrote, white men simply could not comprehend the 
possibility of a white woman making love to a black man. 9 
Wells next laid out a plan of action for the anti-lynching campaign that was to become her life's 
work. She called for three specific kinds of action and urged the black population of America - and 
especially that of the South - to adopt them as a means of taking control of their own lives. Patience 
under such circumstances is not a virtue, she contended.10 
The Afro-American can do for himself what no one else can do for him. 
The world looks on with wonder that we have conceded so much and 
have remained law-abiding under such great outrage and provocation.11 
Wells then repeated the ideas that she had already iterated in The Free Speech- but this time for 
a much larger audience. The first was the boycotting of white-run businesses and institutions - an act 
that had been employed with great effectiveness in Memphis immediately after the lynching at the 
Curve. "The appeal to the white man's pocket has ever been more effectual than all the appeals ever 
7 Royster (Ed.), p. 50. 
8 Royster (Ed.), p. 51. 
9 McMUl'I)', p. 219, and Royster (Ed),p. 52. 
10 Royster (Ed), p. 52. 
11 Royster (Ed), p. 68. 
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made to his conscience. "12 The second call was for blacks to go where they could get justice and a fair 
shake, however far away that meant. 
For all those blacks who couldn't move, she declared, the best thing was to buy "a Winchester 
rifle," which should have "a place of honor in every black home" and which "should be used for that 
protection which the law refuses to give .... When the white man who is always the aggressor knows he 
runs as great risk of biting the dust every time [as] his Afro-American victims does," she wrote, "he will 
have greater respect for Afro-American life. "13 On the other hand, she warned, "The more the Afro-
American yields and cringes and begs, the more he has to do so, the more he is insulted, outraged and 
lynched."14 
On a less threatening note, Wells also issued a general plea for the black press to become 
significantly more involved in the crusade against lynching.15 The black press, Wells believed, was the 
one means available for getting the real story to the public. This was particularly important, she argued, 
because "the malicious and untruthful white press" was either ignoring lynchings or providing "garbled," 
"unreliable and doctored reports," or else generally writing about them with enthusiasm.16 "One of the 
most necessary things for the race to do," she said, was "to get these facts before the public. The 
people must know before they can act, and "there is no educator to compare with the press."17 The 
Afro-American papers were especially crucial in this process, she argued, because they were "the only 
ones which will print the truth."18 
In one sense, Wells' call for a more vigorous black press also implied that she believed her 
journalistic colleagues had not been doing their job properly -- or very courageously -- when it came to 
reporting on this brutal kind of crime. That they may have "gone lighr on the issue could easily be 
explained by the potential such forthright coverage and editorializing might have brought for white 
12 Royster (Ed), p. 69 
13 Royster (Ed), p. 70 
14 Royster (Ed), p. 70 
15 Royster (Ed), p. 70. 
16 Royster {Ed), p. 62, 70 - 71. 
17 Royster {Ed), P. 70 
18 Royster (Ed), p. 70. 
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retaliation in the form of property damage and physical threats or injury. Wells, herself, had first-hand 
experience, so she at least knew the risks were very real.19 
It is not clear, but at least it is possible, that Wells hoped that greater support by blacks of their 
press would instill more courage and fewer reprisals in the crusade for justice. In any case, she urged 
her brothers and sisters to support the black press, not only by subscribing, but, more specifically, by 
helping to organize a network of volunteer correspondents, agents, detectives and informants. "The 
race," she added, "must rally a mighty host to the support of their journals, and thus enable them to do 
much in the way of investigation.'@ Without a more energetic black press, Wells argued, the truth would 
never be known. Moreover, she lamented, "No other news goes out to the world save that which 
stamps us as a race of cut-throats, robbers and lustful wild beasts. 1121 
Interestingly and, perhaps surprisingly, Wells did not call for organized religion, black or white, to 
get further involved in these same efforts. In fact, she skirted churches and clergy almost entirely in her 
first and third pamphlets. 
Wells's second pamphlet, A Red Record, was published some three years later (1895) - again 
thanks in large measure to donations from black women's clubs. Its sub-title was Tabulated Statistics 
and Alleged Causes of Lynchings in the United States, 1892-1893-1894. Although her first pamphlet 
had been well received among blacks, A Red Record required more effort to publish than might have 
been expected. 
What happened in those three intervening years was a fairly fundamental shift in philosophy 
among the black leadership. Wells' close friend, Frederick Douglass, the great abolitionist and orator 
who was generally regarded as the leader of black America, had died in February of 1895. He could 
always be counted in the camp of those who were publicly outraged by lynchings. But, when no one 
arose to take his place, the African-American intellectual and political leadership began to adopt a 
more conservative ideology than that espoused by Douglass. Largely promoted by Booker T. 
Washington, the view that black progress could best be achieved by slow, incremental change rather 
19 Royster (Ed), pp. 52-53. 
20 Royster (Ed), p. 70 
21 Royster (Ed), pp. 71-72. 
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than radical demand, grew in popularity within the Negro population. 22 This approach could hardly 
have appealed to Wells, whose energy and enthusiasm tended toward outspoken outrage, or at least 
a cry for action, against the barbaric evils of lynching. 
Two other factors were also at work around this time. One almost certainly affected the 
production timetable and the other could easily have done so. Starting with the latter, Wells got into a 
personal squabble-cum-battle with the Women's Christian Temperance Union, as personified by its 
president, Frances Willard, that began in 1890 and was still festering in 1894. The cat fight started 
when Willard challenged Wells' contention that white women might have had sex with blacks because 
of love, rather than force. In her speech at the WCTU Convention, President Willard said that Wells' 
suggestion that "white women having taken the initiative in nameless acts between the races ... has 
put an imputation upon half the white race in this country."23 
She also took umbrage at Wells' apparent statement that Willard was ''timid'' on the issue and that 
the WCTU did not care about blacks, or about lynching.24 The fact that Willard's organization adopted 
a resolution in 1894 that "utterly opposed all lawless acts" and urged that "no human being shall be 
condemned without due process of law" didn't cut it with Wells.25 She replied by quoting Willard as 
having declared, during a visit to Georgia, that "the great dark-faced mobs" regarded the saloon as 
"their palace, and the toddy stick their scepter. "26 She further claimed that their main interest was 
"Better whisky and more of it "27 
According to Wells, the WCTU president went on to declare that the colored race "multiplies like 
the locusts of Egypt. The grog-shop is its center of power." As a result, she allegedly declared, "The 
safety of woman, of childhood, of the home, is menaced in a thousand localities at this moment. "28 As 
far as Wells was concerned, Willard's statements had condoned "fraud, violence, murder at the ballot 
22 McMurry, p. 250. 
23 Royster (Ed), p. 139, and McMurry, p. 212. 
24 Royster (Ed), p. 144. 
25 Royster (Ed.), p. 146. 
26 Royster (Ed.), pp. 120, 141-142. 
27 Royster (Ed), p. 142. 
28 Royster (Ed), p. 142. 
98 
box; rapine, shooting, hanging and burning" because all these tings were being done by the southern 
whites that she had publicly pitied in the same speech.29 
By now, the gloves had come off and the spat between the two spread to England, where Wells 
felt obliged to defend herself and challenge Willard, since they had both been there at the same time 
and had even shared a platform together. Suffice it to say that Wells devoted 10 pages in A Red 
Record to this unseemly matter and, as its author, got both the last word and the better of the 
argument by belittling Willard's words at a time "when the inhuman butchers of innocents attempt to 
justify their barbarism by fastening upon a whole race of oblique [obloquy]."30 
While there is no direct evidence that this conflict with Willard and the WCTU eroded Wells' status 
with blacks, it is probably fair to say that this was at least a precursor of problems that she would later 
encounter with the Suffrage movement. In any case, this tiff almost certainly underscored her 
predilection for immediate action rather than gradual progress. If so, then it's possible that these things 
caused some potential funding sources to think twice about financing her second pamphlet. 
One certain obstacle, however, was the fact that Wells' life changed dramatically between the first 
and second publications. In 1895 she married Chicago lawyer Ferdinand Barnett and moved to that 
city. With her locus of power moved, and with the arrival of the first of her four children less than a 
year later, Wells had considerably less time to crusade against lynching through her writings and the 
lecture circuit. 
But she still managed to publish her second pamphlet, which, at 84 pages, was three times 
longer than Southern Horrors. She wrote no preface for this one, but she did reprint the message that 
Frederick Douglass had written for her first pamphlet before he died. She used it verbatim, except for 
the date - Oct 26, 1892 -which was deleted. 
This pamphlet came with a Table of Contents, which suggested more careful organization than 
Wells' first effort. The first chapter, "The Case Stated," gave the author a chance to look at changes, 
not so much in the number of lynchings over the previous decade, but "a pronounced awakening" of 
the public conscience in 1894 to the "anarchy and outlawry'' that lynching reflected. Her evidence of 
29 Royster (Ed), pp. 142-143. 
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advancement was the fact that "the Southern man" had at last felt "compelled to give excuses for his 
barbarism. "31 
She did not expand on this observation. Instead, she described horrors from the South since 
1865, arguing that statistics "gathered and preserved by white men" show that 10,000 Negroes had 
been killed in cold blood in the past 30 years.32 During that same period, Wells reported, only three 
white men had ever been tried, convicted, and executed for killing a Negro. And, she added with a 
note of irony, no white man had ever been lynched for murdering a colored person.33 
Wells cited Frederick Douglass's argument that "Southern barbarism" had been accompanied by 
three sets of excuses for resorting to lynching rather than pursuing the normal paths of justice. First, 
from 1865-1872, was the argument that lynching had been necessary to prevent tumults, riots, and 
insurrections that Negroes were allegedly plotting (or even executing).34 Next came the argument that 
Negroes must be prevented from voting in order to preserve white control of government. Wells said 
that "thousands of brave black men went to their graves" in defense of their rights as citizens, but 
whites triumphed completely through "fraud, violence, intimidation and murder.'735 
With Negroes beaten into subservience, Wells said that Southern whites had to come up with 
another excuse for lynching - particularly in view of the fact that "the civilized world with increasingly 
persistency" was asking why blacks were being murdered. The third excuse, namely, that lynching 
was essential to avenge black assaults on white women, provided justification. (Assault here would 
include rape, sexual assault or almost any other "attack on women," as defined by whites.) As Wells 
explained it, There could be "no possible excuse more harmful" to the Negro. "Humanity abhors the 
assailant of womanhood," she wrote, "and this charge upon the Negro at once placed him beyond the 
pale of human sympathy."36 
30 Royster (Ed), p. I 48. 
31 Royster (Ed), p.76. 
32 Royster (Ed), p. 75 
33 Royster (Ed.), p. 76. 
34 Royster (Ed), p. 76 
35 Royster (Ed), p. 77 
36 Royster (Ed), pp. 77-78. 
This claim of the necessity to protect their women, Wells said, had been made so often and so 
earnestly by Southern white men that the Christian world had turned a blind eye to lynching, however 
repulsive the idea, because the Negro was a "monster'' who belonged to "a race of outlaws.'137 
The problem, Wells declared, was that Southern people "intentionally, maliciously and constantly'' 
refused to tell the truth, namely, that blacks were lynched "for almost any offense, from murder to 
misdemeanor." That is why the Negro "must give his side of the awful story.'138 In other words, though 
Wells did not say this, the blacks were being whipped in a propaganda war for the hearts and minds of 
Americans, both Northern and Southern. 
While hammering the fact that lynching was being employed for almost any reason (including no 
reason), Wells could not resist taking up the question of love. It particularly irritated her that Southern 
white men refused to believe that a white woman could love a black man - with all that this might 
entail. As she put it, any suggestion of an alliance was proof of force, which meant that any number of 
blacks had been murdered because white women loved them.39 
Thus, Wells found herself fighting a war on two fronts. She knew that the main argument had to 
be that most blacks were lynched for reasons other than assaults upon white women, but she also felt 
compelled to try to drive home the fact that no one should have to die because of a mutually fulfilling 
relationship. She may also have been determined not to appear to have let Frances Willard and the 
WCTU get the upper hand by abandoning this argument. 40 
The purpose of A Red Record, she wrote, was to demonstrate that the American people "avow 
anarchy, condone murder and defy the contempt of civilization" when they tum a blind eye to 
lynching.',..1 She then set out to provide the statistics that she hoped would show the extent of the 
"unrestrained outlawry" and "violence" that the public had been tolerating. 
Interestingly, if not ironically, Wells found her best source of data was the Chicago Tribune, a 
Northern, white, establishment paper that had, at some point, developed a distaste for lynching and 
37 Royster (Ed), p. 78 
38 Royster (Ed), p. 78. 
39 Royster (Ed), pp. 78-79. 
40 Royster (Ed), pp. 138-148. 
41 Royster (Ed), p. 82 
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had begun compiling statistics on this grim topic in 1889. The Tribune's tallies included the victim's 
name, date and location of the murder, as well as the reason given by whites for the lynching. The 
Tribune compiled these statistics for whites, too, and thereby attempted to provide some sort of 
national record of lawlessness. 42 It very much suited Wells that the Tribune's statistics had been 
gathered and categorized by wMe men working for one of the nation's leading white newspapers. For 
this reason, she said, all incidents included in her pamphlet would have been "vouched for'' by the 
Tribune. 43 
What followed was a compilation of lynching statistics for the year 1893, followed by a much-
abbreviated account of the same for 1892.44 Some 60 pages later Wells included the lynching record 
for 1894.45 Wells did not make any effort to group or compare these annual statistics in verbal or 
tabular form. Nor did she provide any percentages that would at least generally compare the incidences 
of murder (and murder-related) lynchings with those of rape (and assault or white women-related 
murders). Such tables have been compiled here and percentages calculated in order to provide a 
clearer idea of causes. The statistics came from the Chicago Tribune. Wells used these numbers for 
1892-94, but they vary somewhat from the Tribune's tables. Other years' totals were taken from the 
NAACP booklet, Thirty Years of Lynching in the United States, 1889-1918, published in April, 1919.46 
42 It should be noted that the word "lynch" did not just apply to hanging. In fact, it is defined as "To inflict 
punishment, especially death, upon, without the forms of law, as when a mob captures and hangs a 
suspected person" (Webster's Collegiate Dictionary). 
43 Royster (Ed), p. 82. 
44 Royster (Ed), pp.82-87 
45 Royster (Ed.), pp. 148-153 
46 NAACP, pp. 10, 29-41. 
102 
Table 1: Total lynchings & percent of those who were black* 
Year 1892 1893 1894 
Total Lynched 226 153 182 
Whites lynched 71 31 54 
Blacks lynched 155 114 128 
Black % of total 68.6% 74.5% 70.3% 
* Numbers taken from NAACP booklet; Wells' vary somewhat from 
this retrospective compilation. 
It is difficult to know what Wells would have made of these statistics, other than to stress the 
fact that roughly 70 percent of all lynchings were perpetrated against Negroes during this period. 
Table 2 provides evidence that crimes against white women (real or imagined) amounted to 
39 percent of all black lynchings during this period - and that they had declined sharply in both 
numbers and in percentage of the total. At the same time, the table shows that murder or 
murder-like 'crimes' were the number one excuse tor lynching blacks - by something like an 
average of 8 percent per year. And their percentages were holding pretty steady. 
Table 2: Blacks lynched for murder or related and rape or assault-related reasons 
1892 1893 1894 
Total 
Black lynchings 155 114 128 
Murder, etc. 71 57 59 
% of total 45.8% 50.0% 46.1 % 
Rape, etc. 59 * 52 43tt 
% of total 38.1 % 45.6% 33.5% 
* included insulting women (2) 
** included writing letters to a white woman (1) and asking white woman to marry (1) 
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The list for 1893 included a total of 28 different (though sometimes related) reasons for which 
blacks were unlawfully murdered. Wells's tally by state showed that only 10 of the 159 black lynchings 
she listed occurred outside of the South. Leading the way were five states, with a total of 99: Alabama, 
25; Georgia, 24; Louisiana, 18; Mississippi, 17 and South Carolina, 15.47 Wells' totals for 1892 were 
compiled much the same way, though in less detail. In fact, the statistics for 1892, 1983 and 1894 do 
not appear to support Wells' contention that rape was the primary excuse (the so-called "one crime") for 
lynching. Instead, it was murder (real, alleged or attempted)48 On the other hand, it is possible that the 
murder charges were more easily identifiable (and more legitimate), whereas the rape allegations were 
more a product of what Wells saw as the white Southern male's desire to protect his own way of life 
and supremacy. 
While the statistics Wells cited provided factual veracity in terms of the scale and purported 
reasons for lynchings, the real power of A Red Record was in its description of the violence committed 
against blacks. The overwhelming message was that vigilantes repeatedly and brutally short-circuited 
the judicial process so that these blacks never had a chance to defend themselves, to have the benefit 
of due process or a fair trial, or to be sentenced or acquitted.49 
The litany of violations went on for some 50 pages. Wells began by condemning the white practice 
of lynching imbeciles. 50 (According to today's standards, this probably means people who were 
mentally retarded and not capable of differentiating between right and wrong). Lynch law, she wrote, 
had "time and again dyed its hands in the blood of men who were imbeciles." 51 After describing the 
murder of "a confirmed imbecile" (along with his wife) in Arkansas in 1892, Wells vented her anger over 
47 Royster (Ed.), p. 87 
48 See also NAACP: Thirty Years of Lynching in the United States, pp. 10, 37 
49 Note: For the next 5-year period (1894-98), the total nwnber of lynchings in the U.S. dropped by 65 and the 
nwnber of blacks who were murdered inched up to 70.3 percent of the total. While Wells' pamphlet covered three 
years, the NAACP booklet gives statistics for 5-year periods. For example, from 1889-93, rape or attacks on 
women amounted to 31.7 percent ofall black lynchings (184 of579). In fact, the percentage of blacks and whites 
who were lynched for rape or attacks on women was just marginally less than the preceding five years. In other 
words, 69 .4 percent of all blacks and 922 percent of all whites were lynched for other aim.es. 
Apparently, the Chicago Tribune was considered as the authority (perhaps the only authority) when it came 
to chronicling lynchings for the period 1889 to 1918. (NAACP, pp. 30, 37). 
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the fact that '1he mob" acted openly, "conscious that it will never be called to an account." 52 Wells was 
especially harsh on '1he press and even the pulpit," which she said "either by silence or open apology, 
have condoned and encouraged this state of anarchy."53 
Another case involving the murder on Feb. 1, 1893 of an imbecile, described the burning alive of a 
man who was accused of sexually assaulting a 4-year-old white girl, the daughter of a police officer in 
Paris, Texas. "Never in the history of civilization," Wells declared, "has any Christian people stooped 
to such shocking brutality and indescribable barbarism as that which characterized the people of Paris, 
Texas .... " 54 
Wells wrote of how the whites in the community exaggerated "every detail of the awful affair, and 
to inflame the public mind so that nothing less than immediate and violent death would satisfy the 
populace."55 In this case, she added, it was reported - falsely-that after the child had been choked 
to death, she had been '1orn to pieces by a demon in human form."56 
Wells described how the accused black perpetrator (an imbecile or insane person) was burned at 
the stake "for the delectation and satisfaction of Christian people. "57 As was her custom, Wells 
resorted to press accounts of lynchings as often as possible. In this instance, she turned to the white 
New York Sun (Feb. 2, 1893), whose reporter recounted how the people of Paris decided that "death 
by fire was the penalty Smith should pay for the most atrocious murder and terrible outrage in Texas 
history."58 
Wells frequently quoted extensively from mainstream newspapers whenever they reported 
murders of blacks in graphic detail. In this case, she let the Sun reporter describe how a crowd of 
10,000 cheered as the victim was tortured for fifty minutes "by red-hot iron brands thrust against his 
quivering body. Commencing at the feet the brands were placed against him inch by inch until they 
were thrust against the face." Wells allowed the Sun reporter to describe how the victim "writhed in 
51 Royster (Ed), p. 88. 
52 Royster (Ed), pp. 89-91. 
53 Royster (Ed), p. 91. 
54 Royster (Ed.), p. 91. 
55 Royster {Ed), p. 92. 
56 Royster (Ed), p. 92. 
57 Royster (Ed.), p. 93. 
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bodily and mental pain" as the crowd of some 10,000 cheered. "After burning the feet and legs, the hot 
irons - plenty of fresh ones were at hand - were rolled up and down Smith's stomach, back, and 
arms. Then the eyes were burned out and irons were thrust down his throat. nS9 
Wells' pamphlet reproduced a litany of lynchings and murders in equally graphic detail. In fact, it 
is at first impossible not to read these in true horror, but later the constant repetition of incredible 
inhumanity and brutality almost becomes numbing. It is equally difficult not to want to include reports 
from dozens of these murders in this thesis. But for the sake of brevity (as well as the reader's 
sensibility), just one other example will be included from A Red Record 
Given Wells' concern about rape charges, it is appropriate to provide an instance involving 
alleged sexual assault. Wells prefaced this chapter by saying that "the apologists for outlawry insisted 
that in no case has the accusing woman been a willing consort of her paramour."60 Wells disputed this 
argument, saying it is "well known ... that such is the case. "61 
In one case, Wells cited press dispatches of Feb. 18, 1892, describing the charge in Texarkana, 
Arkansas that Edward Coy was accused of assaulting a white woman. She quoted from the Chicago 
Inter-Ocean (a white paper), which carried a description of the sordid affair by a man later identffied as 
Judge Albion W. Tourgee. He determined that the white woman who was paraded as a victim of 
violence was hersett "of bad character." She was publicly known, he added, to have been "criminally 
intimate" with Coy for more than a year previous. T ourgee also concluded that the women (who is 
never identHied) had been "compelled by threats, ff not violence" to make the charge against Coy. 
Moreover, according to the Judge, "a large majority of the 'superior' white men prominent in the affair 
are the reputed fathers of mulatto children. n62 
58 Royster (Ed), p. 93. 
59 Royster (Ed), pp. 94-%. 
60 Royster (Ed.), p. 118. 
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Be that as it may, Wells wrote that press dispatches described in detail how Coy was "tied to a 
tree, the flesh cut from his body by men and boys, and after coal oil was poured over him, the woman 
he had assaulted gladly set fire to him, and 15,000 persons saw him burn to death."63 
Wells' final chapter in A Red Record was devoted to "The Remedy." She acknowledged that not 
all of the 1,000 black men, women and children who had been hanged, shot and buried alive during the 
past decade were innocent. "We have associated too long with the white man," she argued, "not to 
have copied his vices as well as his virtues. "64 But, she added, "we do insist that the punishment is not 
the same for both classes of criminals.~ What Wells and her supporters demanded was a fair trial by 
law for those accused of crime, "and punishment by law after honest conviction."66 After all, she argued, 
"If it were known that the cannibals or the savage Indians had burned three human beings alive in the 
past two years, the whole of Christendom would be roused, to devise ways and means to put a stop to 
it."67 
Wells then offered her readers five things they could do to "prevent lynching, to thwart anarchy and 
promote law and order throughout our land."68 First was to disseminate the facts contained in A Red 
Record. Second was to get churches, missionary societies and other Christian and moral forces, 
including the WCTU, to pass resolutions of condemnation and protest every time a lynching took place 
and "see that they are sent to the place where these outrages occur."69 
Beyond mere protest, Wells argued that people who opposed lawlessness should refuse to invest 
any capital in areas "where lawlessness and mob violence hold sway."70 She also called on Black 
people to think and act on independent lines, "remembering that after all, it is the white man's 
civilization and the white man's government which are on trial."71 
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Finally, she urged readers to get involved in the legislative process by supporting a bill before 
Congress to establish a commission to investigate all alleged assaults by males upon females "for or on 
account of which organized but unlawful violence has been inflicted or attempted to be inflicted."72 The 
commission would also be authorized to "ascertain and report all facts of organized but unlawful 
violence to the person, with the attendant facts and circumstances" for the preceding 1 O years.73 [rhere 
is no evidence that any such legislation even made it to the Senate floor.] 
Interestingly, Wells did not mention the role of the black press as being pivotal - in contrast to her 
admonition in Southern Horrors .74 The importance of newspapers appears to have been marginalized 
in favor of greater effort on the power of the pulpit to have an impact in the war against lynching. 
Whether the omission of the press was intentional or accidental is unclear. But it does seem fair to say 
that in A Red Record, Wells has focussed at least a little more on the lobbying and legislative 
processes. 
Wells' third (and final) pamphlet, published in 1900, was titled Mob Rule in New Orleans. Robert 
Charles and His Fight to the Death. This 52-page booklet was almost entirely, but not exclusively, 
devoted to recounting a police stand-off with a black man named Robert Charles in New Orleans on 
July 24, 1902, which resulted in a three-day-long manhunt and Charles' death from multiple gunshots. 
Even more significant was the rioting and mayhem that occurred simultaneously as a result when white 
mobs went on a rampage against blacks that lasted almost as long. 
In a nutshell, Wells' account described Robert Charles, the man at the center of the story, as a 
peaceful and law-abiding working man who sold Christian pamphlets on the side.75 According to Wells, 
Charles and another man were the victims of an "inexcusable and unprovoked assault" by police 
officers. It is not always easy to identify Wells's opinions in these pages because nearly two-thirds of 
this story is told through accounts printed in New Orleans's two major white newspapers, the Picayune 
and the Times-Democrat. In any case, Wells wrote that when two cops descended on the two Negroes, 
72 Royster (Ed), p. 155. 
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who, she said, were just sitting on a doorstep talking to each other, it became immediately clear that 
their lives were endangered. 
As Wells' pamphlet portrayed the scene, Charles was initially beaten, but then drew a gun and 
opened fire, mortally wounding a police officer. Charles was wounded, but escaped. Wells endorsed 
Charles's flight on the grounds that he knew he would receive no justice if he went peaceably and could 
well face "probable death by lynching at the hands of a cowardly mob. "76 A manhunt was immediately 
instituted and Charles proved to be exceptionally elusive. Early the next morning, Charles shot and 
killed two more police officers - first a captain and, seconds later, a patrolman. While Wells at this 
point wrote that Charles had killed four policemen, the newspapers only account for three77 
Thus, while police were pursuing a fugitive described by Wells as "a man whose aim was deadly 
and whose courage they had never seen surpassed," tension in the city grew to fever pitch.78 A day 
later, Wells wrote, New Orleans "was in the hands of a mob."79 Unable to vent its "vindictiveness and 
bloodthirsty vengeance" upon Charles, she wrote, the mob turned its attention to other colored men and 
women "who happened to get in the path of its fury. ,6) Here Wells reverted mainly to the Picayune and 
Times-Democratfor accounts of the violence perpetrated against blacks. She did not make any effort, 
herself, to add up the grisly toll of death and destruction. Nor did the papers, so the numbers presented 
here are based on a careful reading of the stories and are probably woefully under-stated. 
In any case, between Tuesday the 24th and Friday the 2]ih the city was awash in terror. From 
newspaper accounts, it is impossible to get a total number of blacks who were beaten up. But, based 
on the stories that Wells reproduced from the press, at least seven Negroes were murdered for sure 
and two others probably died (the accounts implied that without saying specifically that they had 
expired). These included young boys, a woman and an old man, as well as a black man who had come 
to town from Chicago and found himself in the path of the mob.81 
76 Royster (Ed), p. 161. 
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Nor, according to the author, did the violence against blacks cease after Robert Charles was finally 
cornered. Wells herself wrote that Charles '1ought a mob of twenty thousand people, single-handed and 
alone, killing three more men, mortally wounding two more and seriously wounding nine others. 1182 
Wells' defiant hero finally fell after police torched the house where he was holed up. According to 
Wells, Charles then appeared in the door, "rifle in hand, to charge the countless guns that were drawn 
upon him. With a courage which was indescribable, he raised his gun to fire again, but this time it failed, 
for a hundred shots riddled his body, and he fell dead face fronting the mob.1183 
Wells then turned over the narrative to the Times-Democrat (which she mistakenly said was 
published on the 2fl1- a Wednesday.84 In fact, almost every paper Wells cited she dated the 26"which 
makes it difficult to accurately reconstruct the chronology). According to the Times-Democratversion, 
Charles did maintain "a certain diabolical coolness" and demonstrated "wonderful marksmanshipnSS and 
was forced to make a move in the face of the smoke. But he was shot by a young medical student who 
stood his ground and drilled him once and then again after Charles had fallen. At this point, according 
to the Times-Democrat "a half a dozen men, swarming into the room from the front, riddled the corpse 
with bullets. "86 
While some whites were busy mutilating Charles's lifeless body, others went in hot pursuit of more 
blacks to punish. Since Wells was not careful always to date newspaper accounts (or else misdated 
them), it is difficult to know how much violence occurred after Charles was killed. But, based on her 
order of presentation, it appears that the mob was far from satisfied by the fugitive's demise. 
Wells described nine specific incidents in which murder or near-murder was committed. In all 
cases, she included one or two paragraphs of her own, to establish her outrage, and then turned the 
narrative over to other journalists. Typical was the murder of an aged Negro who worked in the French 
Market. This is how she prefaced the news account: 
82 Royster (Ed.). p. 175. 
83 Royster (Ed.), pp. 175-176. 
84 Royster (Ed.), p. 176. 
85 Royster (Ed.), p. 177. 
86 Royster (Ed.), p. 179. 
110 
The bloodthirsty barbarians, having tasted blood, continued their hunt and soon 
ran across an old man of 75 years. His life had been spent in hard work about 
the French market, and he was well known as an unoffending, peaceable, and 
industrious old man. But that made no difference to the mob. He was a Negro, 
and with a fiendishness that was worse than that of cannibals they beat his 
life out.87 
Wells did not confine her editorial comments to the brutality against Negroes. She was also 
furious that local authorities took no action whatever to arrest or try, let alone convict even one 
member of the mob. Murderers, who boasted of their crimes, she wrote, "still walk the streets of New 
Orleans, well known and absolutely exempt from prosecution."88 
Wells's outrage over this situation was almost matched by her interest in assuring that Robert 
Charles was not labeled as a desperado. The New Orleans papers, she charged, had done their best to 
"paint him as black a villain as possible. nas But, she announced, they had "signally failed to disclose a 
single indictment which charged Robert Charles with a crime. "90 Thus, Wells described Charles as the 
victim of an illegal arrest, who killed three policemen and nine others in order to defend himself with "his 
unerring and death-dealing aim. "91 He was not, she argued, a desperado. "Not a line of evidence has 
been presented to prove that Charles was the fiend which the first reports of the New Orleans 
[newspapers] charge him to be."92 Instead, Wells's reading of the newspapers and a letter from 
someone who knew Charles persuaded her that he was, it appears, worthy of martyrdom. She saw 
Charles as someone who studied textbooks, belonged to "The International Migration Society," and 
both read and distributed Its pamphlets. 
After focusing positively on some of the pamphlets found in his apartment and reprinting letters 
from two men who knew him, Wells concluded that Charles had "only raised his hand to resent 
unprovoked assault and unlawful arresr that fateful Monday night. "That made him an outlaw," she 
said, "and being a man of courage he decided to die with his face to the foe. The white people of this 
87 Royster, p. 187. 
88 Royster, pp. 181-182. 
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country may charge that he was a desperado," Wells concluded, "but to the people of his own race 
Robert Charles will always be regarded as the hero of New Orleans. "93 
That occupied 43 pages of Mob Rule in New Orleans. Of the remainder, nearly four pages 
recounted 15 instances of persons (13 black and two Indian} who were burned alive between 1889 and 
1899. Each received about two paragraphs. None of the descriptions was sanitized; nor were they 
attributed. Suffice it to say that these accounts discussed such things as men and boys slicing off 
pieces of flesh.94 In another instance the victim's eyes were put out, his tongue torn out and flesh cut in 
strips by knives. The mob then pulled the black victim's half-consumed body out of the flames, "cut it 
open, extracted his heart and liver, and sold slices for ten cents each for souvenirs."95 While attribution 
was often altogether lacking, Wells at least reported in this case that these details were "published most 
promptly in the daily papers of Georgia and boasted over by the people of that section. "96 
After detailing the fifteenth victim's slow roasting, Wells noted that every one of these instances, 
save one, had been witnessed by crowds ranging from 2,000 to 15,000 "and not one person ... had the 
courage to raise his voice and speak out against the awful barbarism of burning human beings to 
death. 7797 "Men and women of America," Wells asked, "are you proud of this record which the Anglo-
Saxon race has made for itself? Your silence seems to say that you are. Only by earnest active, united 
endeavor to arouse public sentiment can we hope to put a stop to these demonstrations of American 
barbarism. "98 
Wells, relying on the Chicago Tribune for statistics, then listed the number of Negroes murdered by 
mobs from 1882 through 1899 (ranging from 39 to 241). She did acknowledge that less than one-third of 
the victims had been accused of criminal assault (presumably the phrase that, in 1900, identified rape and 
attempted sexual assault). In fact, Wells took pains to back pedal from her contentions of the first 
pamphlet about the significance of rape as a means of ensuring that white men prevailed over their 
93 Royster (Ed), p. 202. 
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women. 99 She pointed out that less than one-sixth (16 percent) of the lynchings in 1899 involved Negroes 
charged with rape. 100 Thus, she argued, the notion that "the Negro race is peculiarly given to assault upon 
women, "is a falsehood of the deepest dye. n1o1 
All the Negro asks, she concluded, is to "have a fair trial and an opportunity to prove his guilt or 
innocence before a tribunal of law." Once the law of the land is supreme, she concluded, "no individual 
who commits crime will escape punishmenr -white or black.102 
Unlike the response to Tarbell's History of the Standard Oil Company, there is no real 
documentation to suggest what impact, tt any, Wells' individual pamphlets had. No state or federal laws 
were enacted during this time that ensured fair and just treatment for blacks who were accused of 
committing crimes that infuriated whites. There does not appear to have been any great sense of 
outrage manttested by the northern press or politicians after any of these pamphlets appeared. If there 
were going to be any such response, It would most surely have come after "A Red Record," which 
provided the most specific information and the most graphic and horrnying accounts of lynchings and 
the torture that frequently preceded death. 
Against that, though, the number of lynchings in America did decline during and shortly after the 
period during which Wells was writing. Figures provided by the Chicago Tribune and compiled in 5-year 
increments by the NAACP showed that, between 1889-93 and 1904-08, total lynchings in America 
dropped from 839 to 381 - a decline of 54.6 percent.103 
The most precipitous percentage decline was for lynching of whites. That number went from 260 in 
1889-93 to just 27 in 1904-08. That's a decrease of 89.5 percent for white victims. Among blacks, the 
number lynched over this same 15-year period went from 579 to 354 - for a decrease of 38 percent. 
Thus, blacks were still being lynched between 1904-08 at a rate of 13.1 for every white. But, while 
99 Royster (Ed), p. 206. 
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blacks were still being seriously victimized, at least one could point to modest progress in the decline in 
numbers over the 15-year period.104 
No one can credit Wells with having a direct effect, but almost certainly her pamphlets aroused 
public and political awareness of the problem. Almost certainly, some white liberals were moved by 
what Wells wrote. Equally certain, the black community responded in some way. Perhaps the most 
likely response from blacks came from within the women's groups, who had been among Wells' 
strongest supporters. These clubs and organizations could be said to be one of the earliest 
manHestation of blacks learning how to use the power of numbers to change, or at least impress 
themselves upon, the legal and political system in America. 
Again, because of the absence of any documentation, one is left to speculate, but it is not difficult 
to imagine that Wells' three pamphlets earned her an even greater reputation as a woman of enormous 
courage and strength. After all, people had been killed for far lesser offenses. And even in the relative 
security of the North, she could still suffer physical or mental abuse for having spoken out at a time 
when most of the black press and clergy were pretty low profile. 
104 NAACP. P. 30. 
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Chapter 8 
The Rest of the story: What Wells and Tarbell did 
after their major works 
After the publication of The History of the Standard Oil Company and the three anti-lynching 
pamphlets, Ida M. Tarbell and Ida 8. Wells took different career paths. Tarbell stayed in journalism 
as a magazine writer and a freelancer for a variety of publications. Wells, however, largely 
abandoned journalism after the publication of her last pamphlet in 1900. She wrote for some local 
newspapers in Chicago from time to time, but did not publish another pamphlet, treatise on lynching, 
or anything else of major importance. 
For Tarbell, finally completing the massive work on Rockefeller and Standard Oil brought 
closure to a highly stressful and emotionally draining project. In her autobiography, Tarbell mentions 
her great desire at that time io end my task, hear no more of it. No doubt part of my revulsion was 
due to a fagged brain. The work had turned out to be much longer and more laborious than I had 
reason to expect. "1 
The completion of the Standard Oil project also brought the end of Tarbell's association with 
McClure's. Shortly after the acclaim from the series began to subside, philosophical differences with 
S.S. McClure about the direction in which he was taking the company caused Tarbell - along with 
Phillips, Steffens, Baker and several of other members of the McClure's cohort -- to leave the 
magazine and strike out on their own. The group purchased American Magazine, and for a few years 
Ida M. Tarbell worked as a contributing editor before the magazine was sold to Crowell Publishing 
Syndicate in 1915. 2 With royalties from the Standard Oil book and her other publications providing a 
1 All in the Day's Work, p. 239. 
2 Brady, p. 205. 
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steady income and her reputation as a successful writer established, Tarbell became a free-lance 
journalist. 
As such, Tarbell returned to the area that had first attracted her to magazine journalism. She 
wrote more biographical work on her favorite historical figure, Abraham Lincoln. At the same time, 
however, Tarbell appears to have retained a deep interest in business and the principles that seemed 
to govern it. She had seen in John D. Rockefeller the evils that "bad" men could perpetuate through 
big business. But she obviously also remained convinced that big business in "good" hands could be 
a major and positive force in the nation's economy and in the welfare of its people. Her two main 
themes, even in the Standard Oil series were, first, that "business is important, can be profitable, and 
is not inherently evil." Second, Tarbell maintained that, regardless of size, every business "has 
certain obligations to its workers, with regard to their human needs, that in many instances it does not 
fulfill."3 Tarbell believed that business should be efficient and profitable without governmental 
interference - so long as it treated its workers humanely. In her view, such treatment would lead to 
increased productivity and profit. 4 
Shortly after the final installment of her Standard Oil expose ended, Tarbell immersed herself 
in a series on the tariff - a currently-hot question of whether the federal government should or should 
not levy tariffs (taxes) on imported goods. She wrote a series of articles for American in 1909 
debating the issue of whether tariffs protected workers or created an artHicial barrier that made big 
business men even richer. These were later published in book form as The Tariff in our Times, and 
while the topic sounded like it would be dry and uninteresting, Tarbell pulled no punches. In one 
article about Pittsburgh ("A Tariff-Made City" in the May, 1909 issue of American) she launched a 
"stunning criticism" of iron and steel tariffs, showing how they had created "an enormous gulf between 
the heads of industry and the workers. 175 Who got the estimated tariff profit of $80,000,000 in the steel 
trust alone, she asked? "Go ask the Pittsburgh millionaires who fill the glittering palaces of pleasure 
in the great cities of Europe and this country." By contrast, she wrote, "conditions under which the 
3 Kochersberger, Robert C., Jr. (Ed.). More Than a Muckraker: Ida Tarbell's Lifetime in Journalism. University 
of Tennessee Press, Knoxville TN, 1994. P. 65. 
4 Kochersberger, pp. 65 - 66. 
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children of the poor are brought up in Pittsburgh are such that babies die like flies.~ Referring to a 
year-long study of miserable conditions among workers in the city, Tarbell wrote that it is "the most 
awful arraignment of an American institution and its resulting class pronounced since the days of 
slavery. It puts upon the Pittsburgh millionaire the awful stamp of Greed, of Stupidity, and of 
heartless Pride. "7 
Tarbell had seen in Standard Oil strong evidence of a business leadership that lacked her 
view of morality and, therefore, required control by governmental legislation and regulation. She had 
described the glaring contrast between the "tariff millionaires" and the steel workers forced to put in 
84-hour work weeks and still live in "evil conditions." This appears to have motivated Tarbell to find 
and publicize models of good behavior in business. Perhaps it had something to do with the revulsion 
she felt while writing about Rockefeller, who professed Christianity while doing everything within his 
power - legal or illegal, ethical or unethical - to destroy his competitors. Perhaps it was an inner 
desire to find businessmen who operated above the board and within the norms of Christian 
principles that led Tarbell to seek her ideal business leader. In any event, she appears to have 
wanted to write something that demonstrated what "good big business" could accomplish. 
It was probably this motivation that led Tarbell to write a positive story in 1917 about the 
virtues of Frederick W. Taylor's theories of efficiency in the workplace.8 In Taylor she found a man 
who espoused the notion that workers should be paid for productivity, that work should be made as 
easy as possible through design and arrangement of machinery, and that treating workers as human 
beings was the key to maximizing profits. 9 These articles, which were collected into another book, 
The Golden Rule in Business, marked a major attitudinal shift in Tarbell's view. Some might argue 
that she was attempting some manner of apology for her previous diatribe. Others might contend that 
5 Kochersberger, p. 67. 
6 Kochersberger, pp. 67, 88- 89. 
7 Kochersberger, p. 90, as quoted from American Magazine, May, 1909, p. 99 - 100. 
8 The Independent Magazine, July 7, 1917. 
9 Kochersberger, p. 91 - 93. 
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she was more determined to demonstrate that the world of business did not need to be dominated by 
people like J.D. Rockefeller --and that society was better off, as a whole, without them.10 
Over the next 25 years (from 1917 to 1942) Tarbell produced several other works that 
focused on who and what was good about big business, with particular reference to the health 
interests and cooperation of workers.11 She also produced laudatory profiles of Elbert H. Gary, the 
president of U.S. Steel (Elbert H. Gary: the Story of Steel) and a particular favorite, Owen D. Young 
(Owen D. Young: A New Type of Industrial Leader). 12 Tarbell regarded Young as an enlightened 
business manager as a result of his work at both General Electric and Radio Corporation of America 
(RCA). She also admired his commitment to public service, particularly with respect to his role in the 
German reparations imbroglio of the 1920s. 
Tarbell's later writings were largely dominated by her obsession with "socialized democracy," 
her defense of business and her desire to bring about a new school of business leader who would 
bring closer understanding "between those who control the factories and those who produce the 
goods." In fact, her most extensive work was a 10-volume history of American life, entitled "The 
Nationalizing of Business." The tenth volume appeared in 1936 when Tarbell was 78 years old.13 
Two years after that she published her autobiography, "All in the Day's Work." With that, Tarbell put 
down her pen ( or her typewriter) for good at the age of 80. 
While Ida Tarbell continued writing - especially for magazines - for more than 30 years after 
she completed her study of Standard Oil, Ida B. Wells largely gave up her work in journalism shortly 
after her third pamphlet appeared in 1900. She did continue to write for the various local black 
newspapers in the Chicago area that she and her husband had ownership or publishing interests in. 
But Wells never again published on a national scale. 
Nobody knows why Ida B. Wells gave up on the power of the press. Perhaps it was because 
her three pamphlets had not elicited the kind of national anti-lynching movement Wells had hoped for. 
One can also imagine that, with the death of her chief advocate, Frederick Douglass, Wells was not 
10 Kochersberger, pp. 65 - 66. 
11 Kochersberger, pp. 91 - 107. 
12 Brady, p. 184. 
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able to marshal resources for yet another national publication. It is also possible that her highly 
emotional, unrelenting approach cost her supporters. 
Most important, tt is conceivable that Wells had simply been overcome by the results of her 
happy marriage to a successful Chicago lawyer. With that marriage came the realization that she no 
longer needed to scramble to keep herself alive while stoking the fires of her anti-lynching campaign. 
The arrival of four children in fairly short order also led Wells to the shocking discovery that, in spite of 
all her teenage problems as a surrogate parent, she enjoyed motherhood. Her new domestic life 
necessitated a re-evaluation of her priorities. As a result, journalism and pamphleteering - and even 
her anti-lynching crusade - required redefinition and prioritization.14 
Wells did not leave the national stage, but in the next years her primary efforts were directed 
at assisting blacks in and around Chicago. To accomplish this she turned to the speaker's podium, 
and adopted a more grass-roots approach to the civil rights crusade that was her life's work. Still, 
when the call came, Wells left the children in the care of her mother-in-law (or sometimes took the 
youngest with her) and traveled all over the country to speak before black (and occasionally white) 
community organizations.15 Her effort was to raise awareness and encourage action against lynching 
- which she still viewed as the greatest injustice ever perpetuated against Americans. 
Wells also remained active in the black clubwomen's movement, both in Chicago and on a 
national level, and held a variety of elected positions. At least wtthin that organization, she enjoyed a 
measure of recognition for her work, and was able to spearhead a variety of successful projects that 
benefited children, teenagers and families. She helped establish the first integrated kindergarten in 
Chicago, created what today would be known as a "drop in center" for newly-arrived families 
migrating from the South in search of employment, and helped to create a youth center for inner-city 
teens that provided much-needed safe recreational facilities.16 
13 New York Times, Jan. 17, 1944. 
14 Duster, p. 51. 
15 Duster, pp. 261-263. 
16 McMu.rry, Linda 0. To Keep The Waters Troubled: The Life of Ida B. Wells. Oxford University Press, New 
York, 1998. Pp. 274- 276. 
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In this respect, Wells and Tarbell shared a common desire to serve - and to speak. Both 
were active on the public lecture circuit, and both were in demand because their reputations as 
crusaders preceded them. But while Wells used the podium primarily as a bully pulpit to promote her 
twin causes of anti-lynching and improvement of conditions for blacks, Tarbell's motivation was 
primarily economic. At a stage in life when most successful journalists begin to slow down, Ida M. 
needed cash- not for herself, but for her family. She had become the principal breadwinner in 1910, 
after her brother, Will, suffered a mental breakdown. Will had borrowed heavily to try to keep his 
struggling oil business afloat, and when his health failed he could not repay the debts. 
With the family forced into insolvency, Tarbell battled personal financial concerns for the next 
30 years. In addition to her own needs, Tarbell had to support her brother and sister, as well as her 
brother's wife and, for a time, their two daughters.17 So it was that in 1915 Ida Tarbell began a new 
career on the Chatauqua lecture circuit and began traveling to present public lectures as a means of 
generating revenue for the family. Her first tour, which involved 49 speeches in 49 towns (in as many 
days) in Ohio and Pennsylvania, paid her $2,500.18 Despite her shaky personal health, she went 
back on the circuit in 1916 and 1917 - each time for 5 or 6 weeks twice a year.19 From that time on, 
the lecture circuit was an important source of income for Tarbell and her family. 
Unlike Ida B. Wells, Tarbell did not have just one or two issues that she repeatedly 
hammered home in her lectures. Tarbell simply did not have a special cause that she felt compelled 
to promote. She was comfortable speaking on a range of topics - from good big business to tariffs to 
Abraham Lincoln or her experiences in Paris or in government, or even the currently popular issues of 
suffrage, temperance and equal rights for women. Tarbell was a true Renaissance woman whose 
health problems did not stop her from doing whatever it took to keep the family solvent. During this 
time she even ventured into writing fiction with the publication of her one and only novel, The Rising 
17 Brady, pp. 215 -216. 
18 Brady, p. 216. 
19 Brady, p. 217. 
120 
of the Tide. It was, apparently, given a gentle ride by the critics, who would have been justified in 
pointing out that her characters were one-dimensional and predictable. 20 
At about this time Tarbell came to the realization that her handwriting was virtually illegible as 
a result of Parkinson's Disease, a debilitating, incurable and untreatable ailment that struck the 
central nervous system and caused uncontrolled shaking of the hands.21 To compensate for her 
shortcoming (and to provide some relief to the secretaries who transcribed her work), she gradually 
taught herself to type. Tarbell also faced the realization that she might not always be able to write at 
the level to which she was accustomed. This, of course, was an obvious reason why she remained 
on the lecture circuit for as long as she did.22 
Tarbell's last fulltime job as a magazine staffer was in 1919, when her former McClure's 
colleague and good friend, John Phillips - now editor of Red Cross Magazine - commissioned her to 
cover the Paris peace talks (leading to the Treaty of Versailles) for his magazine.23 As much as she 
must have relished being back in the city she loved, Tarbell left Paris convinced that the vindictive 
reparations demanded of Germany guaranteed that this was not, as had been claimed, "the war to 
end all wars." 24 
Another major difference between Tarbell, the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant, and Wells, 
the African-American wave-maker, involved their respective roles in the nation's organized power 
structure. Except within the network of black women's clubs (which carried no clout with the 
governmental establishment), Wells never held any official position and tended to work from the 
outside. Tarbell, however, was invited to serve her country on several occasions, beginning with the 
presidency of Woodrow Wilson. 
The first was a direct result of Tarbell's articles and book on the tariff issue. The President 
offered her a position on his Tariff Commission. This was the first time in U.S. history that any 
woman had been offered such a high level appointment in government, and was extraordinary 
20 Brady, p. 220. 
21 Brady, p. 219. 
22 Tomkins, pp. 158 - 159. 
23 All in the Day's Work, and Brady, p. 220. 
24 Brady, p. 223. 
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recognition in the days before women were even permitted to vote.25 Some critics at the time argued 
that this was simply an attempt at appeasing the suffragists, who were actively rattling the White 
House fences. President Wilson, however, said he had given Tarbell the appointment because she 
had shown more common sense on the tariff issue than any man he knew.26 
Nevertheless, Tarbell turned the job down. The reason was sadly simple. The Parkinson's 
Disease, which had been diagnosed when she was 59 years old, was taking its toll on her health. In 
a letter to Wilson, dated December 30, 1916, she wrote "You must know how honored I feel that you 
should have thought of me for a place on the Tariff Commission. I hope you realize how much I 
regret that I cannot accept. ... I am not physically fit to give it what it deserves. "2.7 Tarbell did not feel 
physically able to handle the assignment. Thus, while illness was sapping her energy, Wells, at about 
the same time, was feeling the same effect - only in her case the cause was the joys and stresses of 
multiple motherhood. 
Once the United States declared war on the Central Powers in 1917, Tarbell did what she 
could to help. Following her doctor's advice to learn to live with the Parkinson's, she accepted other 
invitations to serve her government. She answered a call to serve on President Wilson's Women's 
Committee on the Council of National Defense.28 Despite the grandiose-sounding name, the 
appointment primarily involved sitting through long discussions of victory gardens, the knitting of 
socks and mittens for troops overseas, and the recycling of kitchen grease for use in making 
ammunition. Tarbell hated what she viewed as time wasted on trivial matters. But she cancelled two 
book contracts and threw herseff wholeheartedly into the war effort. 29 
Despite the Parkinson's, Tarbell accepted other invitations to serve her government. She 
was a member of President Wilson's Industrial Conference in 1919, and of President Warren G. 
Harding's Unemployment Conference.30 
25 Newspaper clipping, sow-ce unidentified, dated 1/10/17. Tarbell Collection, Allegheny College. 
26 Brady, p. 217. 
27 Letter from Ida M. Tarbell to President Woodrow Wilson, December 30, 1916. Tarbell Collection, Allegheny 
College. 
28 Brady, p. 218. 
29 All in the Day's Work, pp. 320 - 321. 
30 New York Times, Jan. 17, 1944. 
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Ida B. Wells, in contrast, worked hard to promote a variety of minority rights causes, but 
always with little or no national recognition or official governmental sanction. She held a variety of 
national offices in local and state women's clubs and was a leader in the movement to get black clubs 
accepted into the state and national Federated Women's Clubs associations, beginning with Cook 
County, Illinois. In the early 1900s, Wells was one of two black delegates invited to a meeting of the 
all-white Chicago Women's Club. Their efforts eventually resulted in the integration of the Illinois, and 
later the national Federated Women's Club organization more than 50 years before general 
desegregation took place in America. 31 
Wells was also directly involved in the founding of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1910, serving on the nine-member committee which 
drafted the organization's constitution and perfected the "plan of organization" for the Association. 32 
She remained active in the NAACP on a national level for only a few years, however. Disillusioned by 
the involvement of whites in the NAACP's leadership, she gradually withdrew her activities and 
retreated to the safety of her local work in Chicago. Wells' personality was apparently not suited to 
play the subservient role black women were expected to assume in the NAACP, which assigned the 
leadership positions to whites and to black men. Women were expected to take the jobs of 
grassroots organizers and back-room coordinators - an invisible and obsequious role Wells simply 
could not accept.33 
While Ida Tarbell continued to write and lecture almost until her death in 1944, It is 
reasonable to suggest that her most productive (although not always her most recognized) work took 
place before 1925. In this sense, both she and Ida B. Wells can be said to have made their most 
significant contributions in the first half of their careers. 
There was, however, one issue that engaged both of the ldas over almost their entire 
careers. It was an issue that was more or less thrust upon both of them: suffrage. The right-to-vote 
31 Duster, pp. 272 -273. 
32 McMurry, p. 286. 
33 McMurry, p. 289. 
123 
activists wanted both women to join their parade, hopefully to march at the front of the movement. In 
this respect, Ida B. Wells proved to be much more willing than Tarbell. 
Wells, the black activist, saw suffrage as a way to advance the cause of civil rights and 
perhaps to enlist support for the anti-lynching cause. To this end, she jumped on the suffrage 
bandwagon and, in typical Wells fashion, went straight to the head of the line. She formed an alliance 
with suffrage legend Susan B. Anthony. Wells and her "dear, good friend"34 shared platforms on 
speaking tours in 189435• Anthony apparently recognized the value to suffrage that Wells 
represented, since the number of black women who could potentially support the movement was not 
insignificant. The two women found a common bond in their crusading work, too, and became close 
friends as well as colleagues in their cause. Wells was a frequent guest in Anthony's home in 
Rochester, New York, and Anthony's respect for her friend's commitment to the cause of civil rights 
was evident. In her autobiography, Wells recalled one occasion when Anthony went so far as to fire 
her own secretary when the young woman refused to take dictation from Wells because she was a 
colored person. 36 
Tarbell, meanwhile, not only had her private doubts about suffrage, but also went public with 
them in several articles. Two of them in particular, titled "The Business of Being a Woman" and 
"Making a Man of Herself," passionately upheld the value and power of woman as homemaker.37 In 
the latter, Tarbell argued that women lacked the vision necessary to achieve greatness, and inferred 
that therefore they did not deserve the vote.38 As Tarbell biographer Kathleen Brady put it, "that was 
enough to rouse feminists. "39 The suffragists came close to labeling Tarbell as Public Enemy Number 
One and even held rallies to refute her writings on the issue. Even Helen Keller, than only 30 years 
old, said she believed Tarbell was "growing too old to understand the changing world. "4o 
34 Duster, p. 230. 
35 Duster, p. 227, and Ida Huster Harper: The Life and Work of Susan B. Anthony. Indianapolis and Kansas 
City: Brown Merrill Co., 1898. Part 2, pp. 815- 816. 
36 Duster, p. 228. 
37 Brady, p. 201. 
38 Brady, p. 202. 
39 Brady, p. 202. 
40 Brady, p. 203. 
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Tarbell, while stung by these words, refused to back down. She continued to argue her view 
of the proper role for women and, while she insisted that she was undecided about the suffrage issue, 
there is evidence that she belonged to organizations opposed to the extension of voting rights to 
women between 1903 and 1911.41 
Tarbell, who never married, could not accept the suffragist's idea that the world would be a 
better place if women were in charge.42 She believed that women were capable persons (and, 
indeed, demonstrated that fact repeatedly in her own lifetime), but she was bothered by the idea that 
the world could only become a better place if women were given the right to vote.43 She believed that 
women, like men, were only human. As a result, she refused to cast her lot with the feminist 
activists.44 
In truth, Tarbell was never able to bring a lot of logic or consistency to her position. On one 
hand, she would acknowledge sympathy for women who wanted to vote, but then she would 
conclude "I suspect the reason I feel as I do about suffrage is a kind of instinct. It is no logic or 
argument. I mistrust it - do not want it. 1145 And that was that, as far as Tarbell was concerned. She 
was against suffrage. On the other hand, she fervently favored social reform.46 To her, the two 
seemed to be unrelated issues. 
It is also interesting that, on the other major social reform issue of the time - temperance -
Tarbell and Wells found themselves on the same side, but for wildly different reasons. Wells opposed 
temperance -- not because she favored alcohol, but because she strenuously objected to some 
leaders of the W.C.T.U.'s47 denouncement of demon rum as the plaything of the lazy, shiftless 
southern black. Her second pamphlet illustrates how passionately she objected to any suggestion 
that blacks deserved what they got in the South because they were slaves to the bottle.48 
41 Brady, p. 205. 
42 Kochersberger, p.xxxiii. 
43 Kochersberger, p. xxxiii, and Brady, p. 206. 
44 Kochersgerger, p. xxxiii. 
45 Brady, p. 207. 
46 Brady, p. 189. 
47 Women's Christian Temperance Union, the leading organization of the time advocating anti-alcohol 
legislation and practices. 
48 A Red Record 
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Tarbell, on the other hand, did not oppose temperance, but she strongly opposed prohibition 
once it gained the force of law in the Eighteenth Amendment (1919-1935). Personally she was an 
"ardent dry," but later came down squarely- and in print - against the evils she believed were 
inherent in prohibition. She contended that it had become "a menace to temperance and is contrary 
to the spirit of the Constitution. n.t9 She also argued that the Eighteenth Amendment was immoral in 
principle, since it "denies a man's freedom to choose in a matter which is his own business."50 In a 
democracy, she concluded, individuals need to be able to make their own choices, "however 
wantonly they may at times abuse the power of choice."51 
Ida B. Wells continued her work against lynching and in favor of civil rights to the end of her 
life. In her last decade, with children grown and domestic responsibilities somewhat lighter, Wells 
began writing her autobiography, which she titled Crusade for Justice. She at first wrote her story in 
longhand on lined yellow legal tablets, but when her husband, Ferdinand, realized that she was 
determined to see the project through, he provided her with the assistance of a secretary from his 
office. Wells spent several hours a day dictating her reminiscences, which were typed and returned 
to her for review. In this manner, over the course of several years, she recorded the story of her ltte 
and the anti-lynching crusade. Wells was still working on it when, in 1931, she complained of feeling 
ill after a long day of shopping in downtown Chicago. Four days later, on March 25, she died of 
uremic poisoning at the age of 69.52 
Tarbell continued her freelance writing and occasional speech making as long as she was 
able. She, too, devoted her later years to writing her autobiography, All in the Day's Work, which was 
published in 1939. As she moved into her 80s she began to spend more time in Arizona during the 
winter months. While there she served as a consulting editor to a new Arizona-based magazine, 
Letter, until 1943. On January 6, 1944, Tarbell died of pneumonia in a hospital in Bridgeport, 
Connecticut. She was 86 years old. 53 
49 New York Times, Jan. 17, 1944. 
5° Kochersberger, p. 188. 
51 Kochersberger, p. 194. 
52 McMurry, pp.336-337. 
53 New York Times, Jan. 17, 1944, and Brady, p. 255. 
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Chapter 9 
Analysis and Conclusions 
In comparing the works of Ida M. Tarbell and Ida B. Wells it is important to keep in mind 
the fact that these two women, despite the similarities of their place in time and profession, wrote 
for different reasons and from vastly different perspectives. This contrast is clearly evident when 
examining the differences and the similarities in the material they wrote and the manner in which 
it was delivered. Each had a style that was uniquely hers, and which reveals much about the Ida 
to whom it belonged. 
Tight organization was a hallmark of Tarbell's work; she was careful to present a good 
historical study utilizing scientific methods of investigation and conventionally-accepted standards 
of reporting. She took painstaking care to chronologically tell the Standard Oil story, perhaps 
going into more detail than the reader appreciates, but she linked all material together into logical 
and correct sequence. Clearly, Ida Tarbell was a skilled writer who, like a scientist, wanted to 
provide something for the record that would withstand criticism. 
Wells, on the other hand, wrote from a highly-charged and extremely emotional 
perspective in her assault on lynching. She sometimes also went into more-than-necessary 
detail, but at other times simply cut to the chase and laid out the situation without providing any 
factual evidence to support her claims. Her writing was decidedly one-sided: Wells usually made 
no effort to present both sides of anything. Her deep belief in the rightness of her cause is 
obvious, but it is also clear that there was no editor or senior colleague there to reign her in or 
temper her passion 1 - as highly competent editors stood ready to do for Tarbell. 
1 Royster (Ed.), pp.50-72, 74-157, 158-208. 
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Nor did Wells necessarily present events in logical order - in A Red Record, for example, 
lynching statistics are listed by years, but the years are out of sequence for no apparent reason.2 
She did a better job with organization in her third pamphlet, Mob Rule in New Orleans, 3 but it still 
seems as if there was no clutch between her brain and her pen. Whatever went through her mind 
appears to have been written down verbatim, and remained exactly that way in print. 
Wells clearly was not as skilled a journalist as Tarbell. Nor did she possess Tarbell's 
dispassion or her determination to build a case that would stand up in court. But this could have 
been an advantage to her cause. Her enthusiasm, passion, and commitment are beyond dispute, 
and that was no doubt more important to her readers than her skill or experience as a writer. 
Giving proper credit to sources of information is another indicator of quality work, but 
great differences exist in the ways the two ldas handled attribution. It is sometimes hard, or 
nearly impossible, to determine what was Wells' original work and what was taken from others. 
She did not make clear distinction and rarely used footnotes or endnotes. The main sources that 
she does identify are other newspapers, which she usually names. Frequently, however, she 
does not give a date, identify the writer or provide any supporting context. Her sources are not 
always listed, and citations are usually incomplete.4 
Tarbell's method of attribution is further evidence of her professional skill and writing 
environment. The last chapter of each volume of The History of the Standard Oil Company is a 
well-organized compilation of references, notes and sources, highly detailed and demonstrating 
that she went to great effort to secure good documentation. Oddly, Tarbell does not always 
clearly identify the source within the body of her text. She makes liberal use of footnotes, and 
2 Royster (Ed). pp.82-87, 148-153. 
3 Royster (Ed), pp. 158-208. 
4 For example, in Southern Horrors (Royster p. 57) Wells cites ''the Bystander in the Chicago Inter-Ocean, 
October 1, but does not give the year or identify the writer. In A Red Record (Royster, p. 96) Wells 
recounts a New York City newspaper's report of an interview with a witness to a lynching in Paris, Texas, 
saying that it appeared in "a daily paper for that city." No further source is identified. In Mob Rule in New 
Orleans, Wells acknowledges the use of material from both the New Orleans Times Democrat and the New 
Orleans Picayune, but makes no effort to credit the writers or to correctly date the works cited. 
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sometimes identities the source specifically by chapter and verse, but more often does not and 
references the entire document.5 
There is probably no good way to evaluate the accuracy and validity of either Ida M. 
Tarbell's or Ida B. Wells' sources. Wells did not supply many, and most of those were 
newspapers which no longer exist or whose archives (it any) have almost certainly been lost to 
time and progress. Most of Tarbell's documentation came from court records or material 
published in local newspapers. 6 However, in The History of the Standard Oil Company she 
frequently noted that an entire document (many of which were long and complex) was the source 
rather than a specific page or chapter. It might be possible for a dedicated researcher to locate 
the specific part of the source attributable to each bit of information included in The History of the 
Standard Oil Company, but the task would be monumental to the point of near insanity. 
Just as the two ldas' attribution methods differed greatly, so also did the language each 
used. Tarbell, keenly aware of the importance of correctness and accuracy, wrote in clear, 
carefully-crafted sentences. She knew that every word she wrote would be scrutinized, not only 
by her editors at McClure's, but by her audience of readers and - no doubt most closely of all -
by Rockefeller and everyone else at Standard Oil. Her work shows evidence of having been 
reviewed and edited by others. For example, repetitions and redundancies are almost 
nonexistent, and it is still easy and interesting to read ( even to someone not expert nor 
particularly interested in the subject) 100 years after it was published. Emotional or editorial 
content does creep in occasionally ("This pretty scheme"), but Tarbell's masterpiece is, for the 
most part, written in straightforward, non-opinionated language. 7 
The work of Ida B. Wells, however, was not as smoothly told. Earlier in her career she 
had been careful to write in simple sentences and use short, clear and easily understood words to 
match the minimal reading skills of her audience. "Knowing that their education was limited," she 
wrote in her autobiography, "I never used a word of two syllables where one would serve the 
5 Note: The final chapters containing Tarbell's documentation were not included in the magazine version 
of HSO, and were only published when the series appeared in book form. 
6 HSO, Vol. 2, pp. 295-396. 
7 All in the Day's Work, p. 209. 
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purpose. nS But by the time she wrote the first pamphlet she seems to have abandoned that 
determination. Her language is colloquial for the time, somewhat repetitive, and the reader has 
the impression that what she wrote was exactly what she would have said, in a variety of different 
ways, to a listener present at the time. The work is not crafted carefully or smoothly told. It 
sometimes loses continuity and becomes tedious. Wells not infrequently employed graphic 
descriptions of violence against victims which, by today's journalistic standards, might border on 
inappropriate or tasteless. She did this, no doubt, in order to arouse anger and inspire anti-
lynching fervor, but It makes parts of her work - particularly A Red Record- painful to read. 
Wells' work shows no evidence of having been reviewed or edited by others, and it 
seems to have been dashed off in the heat of passion and published without much rewriting. 
Many emotional and judgmental words are used, and she makes no secret about her opinions. 
Long, run-on sentences are common, and since she apparently used much material from other 
sources without attributing it, it is difficult to determine what is actually Wells' writing. It is also 
hard to tell the difference between Wells' own style and what is typical of journalistic style and/or 
the black press of the period. The emotional intensity of her work is unmistakable, but it is often 
not easy reading. 9 
Just as the language employed was very different, so the writing styles used by Wells 
and Tarbell varied as well. Tarbell, in effect, had John D. Rockefeller up before the bar of public 
opinion, and she clearly felt a strong need to present a seamless case. She apparently felt a 
strong need to support every contention with evidence to back it up, and did a good job of this -
although it would be difficult to apply the "somebody else could find the same information" test 
today. She did not overtly attempt to persuade. By her own admission, Tarbell did not write to 
advocate reform. "My point of attack" she wrote in her autobiography, "has always been that of a 
journalist after the fact, rather than that of a reformer, the advocate of a cause or a system. 1110 
Instead, she laid out all the facts and let them speak for themselves. Tarbell was apparently so 
certain that her Standard Oil story would arouse fury in every American who read It that she saw 
8Duster, p. 24. 
9 Royster (Ed), pp. 89-90. 113-114, 122. 
10 All in the Day's Work, p. 300. 
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no need to sell her audience on the company's wrongs. She wrote a~ a historian and a scholar, 
and let her readers draw their own conclusions. 11 
The difficulty she had in holding her emotions and opinions in check becomes obvious 
when one examines the follow-up piece Tarbell wrote after The History of the Standard Oil 
Companywas published. In her profile of John D. Rockefeller, Tarbell unleashed all the pent-up 
anger and emotion she had held in check while wrtting about the company he headed. 
Uncharacteristic of any of her previous work, she employed innuendo, unconfirmed rumor and 
information uncovered in true cloak-and-dagger fashion to spout a tirade of unvarnished dislike 
against Rockefeller the man. For example, on the rebate issue - really the main piece of 
evidence that Tarbell used to indict Standard Oil in tts conduct of interstate commerce - she 
wrote: 
... what did Mr. Rockefeller do? He swooped down on a great industry in 
his home town with the proof that henceforth he was not only to have 
[freight] rates fully one hundred percent cheaper than his competitors, but 
he was to have tne extra one hundred percent they paid! And he told them 
they had better sell-at his price .... by March, 1872, young Mr. Rockefeller 
was practically the only oil refiner in Cleveland, Ohio, where three months 
before there had been twenty-six.12 
Tarbell's style in the Rockefeller profile was most uncharacteristic. All of her work before 
and after was careful, unemotional and well-documented. It was this wrtting style, in fact, that 
helped to gain her recognttion as one of America's most effective journalists. Even Rockefeller's 
most recent biographer, Ron Chernow, described her series - almost a century later - as "the 
most impressive thing ever wrttten about Standard Oil." It is, he added, "a tour de force of 
reportage that dissects the trust's machinations wtth wtthering clarity. "13 As he wrote, 
.... she sliced open America's most secretive business and showed all the 
hidden gears and wheels turning inside tt .... It remains one of the great case 
studies of what a single journalist, armed wtth the facts, can do against 
seemingly invincible powers.14 
11 Chernow, p. 443. 
12 Tarbell: John D. Rockefeller: A Character Study. McClure's, July, 1905. Tarbell Collection, 
Allegheny College. 
13 Chernow, p. 443. 
14 Chernow, p. 443. 
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Tarbell never resorted to such unprofessional tirade (as in the Rockefeller profile) again. 
In fact, the rest of her writing career was marked by an emphasis on what she viewed as the 
good side of business - as if to somehow create atonement for her vitriolic treatment of 
Rockefeller and the industrial giant he led.15 
Ida B. Wells, on the other hand, wrote as an emotive defense attorney trying to win 
acquittal for someone (her race) who had been falsely accused. Her attitude was that she didn't 
have anything to lose, and that her crusade was so just and the stakes so high that she was 
willing to risk all to promote the anti-lynching cause. She started with the premise that lynching 
was evil and didn't feel she needed to prove that-so she laid out the evidence, painfully graphic 
as it was, and went after the evil with guns blazing. Wells had already determined "to sell my life 
as dearly as possible" if anybody went after her, and she was clearly prepared to die for the 
cause, so she just cut loose.16 
Wells called for a definite plan and demanded specific action from her readers; in effect, 
she told them "this is what you can do, it must be done, and it must be done NOW." Each of her 
pamphlets - as well as, presumably, her letters, newspaper articles and speeches on the subject 
(none of which survive)- ended with this same call for action.17 
For each of the ldas, the medium used was selected for its appropriateness to the 
audience she was trying to reach. To Tarbell's mainly white, middle class readers, magazines 
were not only a way of obtaining information but also a major form of popular entertainment in the 
same manner that radio and television would assume later. For many of Wells' low-income black 
readers, however, magazines were both unfamiliar and an unaffordable luxury, while newspapers 
lacked the permanence needed if her message was to reach large numbers of the population. 
The pamphlet, while not a common means of information dissemination today, was an ideal 
choice in the late nineteenth century. Being larger and more substantial than a newspaper, it was 
more likely to be preserved and passed from person to person rather than being thrown away by 
the initial reader. 
15 Tomkins, p. 129-130. 
16 Duster, p. xx. 
17 Royster (ed.), pp. 68-72, 153-157, 207-208 .. 
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The emotional nature of the subject matter that Wells and Tarbell worked with presented 
challenges to both writers, and their approaches to accuracy, balance and objectivity create an 
interesting contrast. Tarbell, who never lost sight of the value of scientific methodology in any 
task she took on, researched and wrote about each topic she was assigned with the care and 
precision of a chemist analyzing an unknown compound. Her stubbornly thorough, accurate and 
objective work on The History of the Standard Oil Company established her as one of the nation's 
most effective joumalists.18 Tarbell's material was so soundly grounded on well-researched and 
well-supported infonnation, and so clearly and accurately reported, that upon its publication 
Rockefeller could do little to contest it.19 Despite knee-jerk reactions from a few Standard 
loyalists, history has, for the most part, been complimentary to Tarbell. 
For example, Peter Lyon, who was S.S. McClure's biographer, called 
Tarbell's series "a formidable indictmenr because she had clearly shown that 
most every step the Standard Oil Company had taken toward trust and 
monopoly had necessarily trampled a competitor to death, and had been 
accompltshed by fraud, deceit, special privilege, gross illegal~ bribery, 
coercion, corruption, intimidation, espionage or outright terror. 
An even more objective observer, eminent magazine historian Frank Luther Mott wrote, 
some 50 years after the fact, that The History of the Standard Oil Company 'was one of the 
greatest serials ever to appear in an American magazine." He called it "a significant 
socioeconomic document." In addition, he praised the piece because "it represented good 
historical investigation; it was interesting reading for all, and for some it was nothing short of 
sensational. 1121 
Even Ron Chernow, in his recent work on Rockefeller and Standard Oil, could not bring 
himseff to flatly repudiate Tarbell's overall work - although he took a few shots at some of her 
findings. His strongest criticism came when he argued that, while Tarbell "pretended" to be 
objective, "she was never neutraf' -which is probably true, given her upbringing. "However path 
18 Kochersberger, p. xxvi. 
19 Brady, p. 131. 
20 Lyon, p. 210, and Kochersberger. 
21 Frank Luther Mott: A History of American Magazines. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 
1957, vol. 4, p.498. 
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breaking in its time and richly deserving of its accolades," he added," the series "does not, finally, 
stand up as an enduring piece of history." 
The more one closely examines it, the more it seems .... as [historian] 
Alan Nevins and other defenders of Rockefeller pointed oi Tarbell committed 
numerous errors, and her work must be cited with caution. 
Chernow's entire discussion of Tarbell and the Standard Oil series contains 
approximately 3.5 pages of criticism - and most of that is focused on one story about a widow 
who Tarbell alleges (perhaps unfairly} was fleeced of her holdings. At the same time, Chernow 
called the work "one of the most influential pieces of journalism in American business history. 1123 
He later described the series as "a trenchant account of how the combine has evolved, and made 
the convoluted history of the oil industry comprehensible." At another point, Chernow wrote that 
"a hard core of truth did lie behind the scattered errors." And he noted that "Tarbell was quick to 
acknowledge the genuine achievements of Rockefeller and his cohorts. 1124 Thus, on balance, it 
seems that even someone in a position to be harsh felt obligated to temper his criticisms. 
Wells, by contrast, appeared not to consider accuracy, balance and objectivity as 
important to her brand of journalism. She tried to paint a picture in very broad strokes: lynching 
was barbaric, un-Christian, unethical, illegal and just plain wrong, and she assumed that every 
member of her audience would agree with her. Given that assumption, there was no need for 
balanced reporting of lynchings and little need for accuracy in all their details. What mattered to 
her were just two things. First was getting the word to as many Americans as possible about the 
scale of lynching across the South. Second, she wanted lynching ended -- but she realized that 
the practice could only end when public opinion demanded it. Wells viewed herself as a 
trumpeter for an anti-lynching crusade whose details would so enrage law-abiding Americans 
(both black and white} that they would demand an end to the practice.25 
The sources Tarbell and Wells used as material for the work they produced were as 
different as their approaches to it. For Wells, the nature of her subject matter forced her to rely 
heavily on a well-developed network of informants. This cadre of largely anonymous men and 
22 Chernow, pp. 444-445. 
23 Chernow, p. 483. 
24 Chernow, pp. 443, 445, 456-457. 
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women grew from the extensive network of local correspondents Wells developed during her 
travels throughout the Mississippi Delta states during her Free Speech days. They were probably 
active local residents who agreed to send her regular information about events in their 
communities. 
Wells relied heavily on this network, especially early in her career, but she seldom 
credited any of these people for their contributions. Many of them probably risked their own safety 
to keep her supplied with news of lynchings and other acts of violence against blacks in their 
communities. Generally, when newspaper accounts are quoted and identified by name, they 
were stories from white journals. When Wells mentioned a publication without giving its name, it 
was a black newspaper in the lynching zone. In all probability, she did this because of the very 
real possibility of repercussions by whites against the paper or its staff. 
When Wells did quote newspapers, she frequently did so extensively. But it is not always 
easy to follow the quote because she frequently opened a report with one quotation mark and 
concluded it, pages later, with the second quotation mark. This makes it hard to know what part 
of the account is being quoted and what part is Wells'. For the most part, though, she let others 
tell the story once she had expressed her opinions at the beginning - and again at the end of the 
episode. This was typical of her approach, and her use of quotes served to double or triple the 
outrage through graphic detail that might, by itself as paraphrase, have almost defied belief. 
To provide even more compelling evidence, Wells used (in A Red Record) the statistics 
on lynching published by The Chicago Tribune. Why this white, northern establishment 
newspaper began keeping and publishing lynching figures is not known, but Wells found the 
information useful as a kind of neutral source of evidence in her second and third pamphlets.26 
Apparently she believed that the fact that these numbers had been compiled by white men gave 
them greater credibility with both white and black audiences. The fact that she did not always 
quote The Tribune accurately does not seem to have mattered to Wells. And, in identifying her 
other sources, Ida B. Wells was similarly casual. The Chicago Tribune receives full credit within 
25 Royster (Ed), p. 40. 
26 Royster (Ed), pp. 82,206. 
135 
the text of pamphlets two and three, although she is not always accurate in matching publication 
dates with actual events. 
Ida Tarbell, by comparison, meticulously researched and relentlessly pursued information 
from any and every source she could locate. While working on The History of the Standard Oil 
Company, she traveled extensively to study court records, newspaper archives and similar 
published sources. When these resources led her to people who were still alive and could be 
talked to, she used her considerable skills of charm, persuasion and conversation to elicit more 
details and generate additional leads. While Tarbell never relied exclusively on interviews or 
conversations for information, her skill as a schmoozer served her well for confirmation of much 
activity of which she already had evidence. 27 
Tarbell's ability to talk to practically anybody about practically anything was legendary 
within the New York literary circle, and she used It with spectacular success in getting information 
out of a number of Rockefeller's associates. Most notable were her conversations with Henry 
Rogers. Tarbell's considerable charm and wit did Its magic on Rogers and provided her with 
valuable confirmation of much of the material she had uncovered from other sources. 28 
The impact of Wells' and Tarbell's works on their respective audiences was quite different 
in the short term, but over time both achieved success. Tarbell's series, thanks in part to the 
timeliness of her subject and in part to the promotional genius of S.S. McClure, was an overnight 
sensation. From the first installment, The History of the Standard Oil Company was clearly a best 
seller. McClure saw to it that Tarbell's success was sustained by publishing the entire series in 
book form as soon as the last magazine chapter appeared. The mere idea that a journalist could 
produce a work of sufficient interest to have most of white America reading a two-volume set of 
books totaling some 800 pages is significant in itself. But the fact that there was no negative 
reaction from Rockefeller for nearly three years is testimony to the quality of her work.29 Tarbell 
had been so thorough, so careful to check and double-check the accuracy of every statement she 
27 All in the Day's Work, pp. 181, 212-231. 
28 All in the Day's Work, pp. 212-217. 
29 Chernow, pp. 455,525. 
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made about Standard Oil and the people who worked for it that no substantiated argument could 
be made. 
Instead of a coordinated counterattack, the Rockefeller organization launched only 
random efforts to discredit the series. 30 But such forays into public opinion warfare were few and 
far between for Rockefeller and his organization - a tactic that biographer Chernow labeled a 
"perplexing miscalculation."31 
In fact, Tarbell's series did have one unpredictable result that later rebounded to 
Rockefeller's benefit. According to Chernow, the old man was forced to begin distributing money 
on a much larger scale in order to "parry the political attacks against him and mollify public 
opinion. "32 While the senior Rockefeller had made frequent and probably generous contributions 
previously to his church and other individuals and organizations, before Tarbell Rockefeller had 
always done so quietly and without ostentation. Now he upped the ante and began to make his 
donations public, establishing a series of charitable organizations bearing the Rockefeller name. 
Each of these was well-publicized and carefully orchestrated to showcase its donor as a caring, 
concerned and benevolent benefactor, not the ruthless capitalist Tarbell had drawn him to be.33 
This may not have been too little, but it came too late in the battle for the hearts and 
minds of the people. Public reaction to Tarbell's book, despite Rockefeller's supporters, was 
overwhelmingly negative to him and Standard Oil. She had forced her readers to think, and it 
was clear that they felt at every level that political action was needed to correct the conditions that 
had allowed Standard Oil to operate as it had over the past quarter century. Despite 
Rockefeller's influence and power, legal and legislative changes ultimately put an end to 
Standard Oil's monopolistic and unfairly competitive practices. More important, Chernow 
declares, Tarbell's work unquestionably was the catalyst for major and, at last, effective 
governmental action. "As the moribund Sherman Act quickened to sudden life under Teddy 
30 Chernow, p. 525. 
31 Chernow, p. 456. 
32 Tomkins, pp. 90-91. 
33 Tomkins, pp. 90-91. 
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Roosevelt, the Tarbell series virtually guaranteed that Standard Oil would be the central target of 
any federal trust-busting probe."34 
The importance of Ida Tarbell's contributions to American journalism have been 
recognized early and often. The fact that the publication of The History of the Standard Oil 
Company led directly to enactment of laws and legislation to correct the wrongs it had pointed out 
was proof of the power of the printed word, and Tarbell was generously credited with that proof. 
She lived the rest of her life in the shadow of fame, or at least of recognition. 
Today Tarbell's work is still held up as representative of the highest-quality 
investigative journalism - as evidenced by its inclusion in New York University's 2000 list of The 
Top 100 Works of , !01 ,malism io the I loited States io the 20th Ceoil 1ry. The History of the 
Standard Oil Company was ranked by a panel of respected journalists and journalism educators 
as the fifth on the list, just behind Edward R. Murrow's radio reports from London during the 
Battle of Britain in 1940 and Woodward and Bernstein's Watergate exposes.35 
In 1998 another contemporary historian, Lance Morrow, likened Tarbell's work on 
Standard Oil to Harriet Beecher Stowe's blockbuster novel of 1852. As Uncle Tom's Cabin 
mobilized public opinion about slavery, he wrote, "so Tarbell's exhaustive nonfiction crystallized 
the nation's indignation about the great trusts - specifically Standard Oil and Rockefeller - and at 
what Tarbell indicted as the trusts' violence against the spirit of 'American fair play.' "36 Morrow 
also called Tarbell "the only journalist whose passionate will to find out was a match for 
Rockefeller's will to conceal."37 
For Ida B. Wells, the enforcement of Constitutional rights and the elimination of racial 
injustice were not the immediate effects of her anti-lynching campaign. Wells was passionate, 
determined, and doggedly tenacious in her efforts to make people aware of the horrors of 
lynching, but the American public was simply not ready to deal with it at the time her pamphlets 
were published. America at the tum of the twentieth century was still a segregated nation, with 
parallel black and white societies that interacted with each other as little as possible. Even in the 
34 Chernow, p. 520. 
35 http://www.nyu.edu/gsas/dept/journaVDept._ news/News_ stories/9903/i 1 _topjourn.htm 
36 Morrow, p. 66. 
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North, issues of great concern to blacks were frequently ignored by the larger and far more 
influential white community, and within the black community change was occurring so rapidly that 
it was difficult to rally support for a cause that did not impact most people directly. 
Blacks still sought freedoms such as the right to vote, to own property and to hold public 
office, and most were generally supportive, in principle, of Wells' anti-lynching crusade. But the 
drive for education, economic and political power and material success was a greater priority for 
most American blacks in the early years of 1900. Wells' strident call for black Americans to do 
whatever it took to bring an immediate end to a practice that rarely affected them directly was not 
received with widespread enthusiasm.38 Nevertheless, Wells never gave up her cause. As her 
most recent biographer, Linda McMurry, wrote, 
"Few Americans before or after have more consistently refused to 
compromise with the evil of racial prejudice. Born of rage, her 
uncompromising militancy limited Wells-Barnett's effectiveness as 
an organizational leader. Anger constantly got her into trouble but 
also fueled her continual crusades for justice."39 
McMurry pointed out that injustices like racism cannot be easily cured, but should not be 
tolerated. "Acquiescence to evir she wrote, "can be complicity by allowing the complacency of 
ignorance. Ida B. Wells-Barnett reminds the world that society needs its disturbing elements."40 
Ida B. Wells, unlike Ida Tarbell, had to work hard to get people to join her cause. Like 
Tarbell, she utilized one of the most popular entertainment venues of the time, the lecture circuit. 
Wells even took her anti-lynching crusade to the British Isles, making two separate tours of 
England, Scotland and Wales in a more-or-less futile attempt to force American public opinion to 
her favor by arousing the ire of the British against the practice of lynching in America.41 Response 
to her spoken message seems to have been generally more effective when it was delivered in 
person, but she lacked both the time and any real means of sustaining the enthusiasm or 
channeling it into action. 42 
37 Morrow, p. 66. 
38 McMurry, p. 250. 
·9 McMurry, p. 339. 
40 McMurry, p. 339. 
41 McMurry, pp. 188-189. 
42 McMurry, pp. 336-339. 
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In the end, however, Ida B. Wells' anti-lynching crusade may have achieved at least 
some success through slow, gradual change. As the Chicago Tribunes figures show, a gradual 
drop in the number of lynchings reported in the United States began to occur soon after Wells 
began to publicize the practice. Although the decline was slow and Wells did not live to see the 
end to lynching sometime in the 1950s, it was eventually wiped out just as she had demanded.43 
Recognition of the contributions made by the two ldas to American journalism and social 
reform has not been equal. One important problem for Ida B. Wells was the loss of almost all 
documentation of her efforts when a fire severely damaged the family home in Chicago during the 
early 1900s. Virtually all of Wells' letters, papers, notes and personal copies of material related to 
her anti-lynching crusade (including draft copies of all three pamphlets) were destroyed.44 In 
addition, Wells' focus on inner-Chicago issues contributed to a gradual decline from national 
prominence to obscurity in her later years. The lack of attention paid to her work by journalism, 
race and gender historians meant that her sparse records were not supplemented by the fruits of 
others' research and writings. 
Moreover, by the time Wells recorded her reminiscences late in life, her fading memory 
often left gaps in the chronology or omitted dates, sources and other bits of critical information. 
With little real evidence to support what must have seemed like ancient history to the next 
generation (preoccupied with trying to survive and thrive in post-Depression and later postwar 
America), it is understandable that Wells' story slipped through the cracks and into obscurity once 
she and those she had worked with were gone. 
Recognition of Ida B. Wells' pivotal role in the American civil rights movement came even 
later than the end of lynching. While Wells was memorialized as a local heroine in Chicago (a 
street was named for her, as was a public housing project), there was little national recognition of 
her accomplishments while she was alive. She died in semi-obscurity, and though she may have 
been known and appreciated within the black community, her accomplishments were not 
mentioned in most books on journalism or social reform until the Civil Rights movement of the 
1960s and 1970s. Only then did black Americans and feminists begin to research and explore 
43 McMurry, p. 338. 
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their respective histories and the accomplishments of early activists became important subject 
matter. 
Ida B. Wells' contribution to the American civil rights movement received additional 
emphasis thanks to the double whammy provided by the feminist movement, also during the 
1970s. Women, both black and white, sought their own heroines, and Wells' courage and 
determination at last netted her a measure of the recognition she deserved. Her long-ignored 
autobiography, which her daughter, Alfreda Duster, had edited after her mother's death, was 
finally published in 1970. 45 It brought Wells' story to a new audience. Later studies by Ohio State 
University historian Jacqueline Jones Royster and - most recently, in 1998 - by black historian 
Linda McMurry of North Carolina State University - have provided details about Wells' 
courageous and frustrating anti-lynching crusade to a new generation of Americans. The work of 
Royster and McMurry, together with Wells' autobiography and a few other publications, constitute 
the main body of information available on her life.46 
For Ida Tarbell there is no such paucity of record. In addition to her own account of her 
life, biographies of her career have appeared regularly and assure her place in both journalism's 
and women's history. Mary E. Tomkins of Michigan State University (1974), and historians 
Kathleen Brady (1989) and Robert Kochersberger (1994) have done thorough and thoughtful 
analyses of Tarbell's life and work. Recent studies, notably Ron Chemow's extensive 
examination of John D. Rockefeller, add new insights, and other work is currently underway in the 
journalism community that promises additional perspectives on one of America's acknowledged 
pathfinders in the field.47 
For Wells, the culmination of her efforts - begun in 1883 - occurred nearly 80 years later 
with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. It put the force of law behind her demands for 
justice. Just as Tarbell's work resulted in lasting and enforceable correction of societal 
44 McMurry, p. ix. 
45 Duster, Crusade for Justice. 
46 A few other historians have located and republished fragmentary material written by Wells, most notably 
Miriam DeCoster-Willis' The Memphis Diaries of Ida B. Wells and Trudier Harris' Selected Works. Some 
additional information may be found in magazine and newspaper articles, some of which are listed in the 
Bibliography. 
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wrongdoing, so the work of Ida B. Wells was at last rewarded with the force of law and the 
recognition of the people.48 
Despite the large amount of material already published on Ida M. Tarbell and the growing 
body of information now available on Ida B. Wells, several parts of their story remain to be 
explored. The positions the two women took on the hottest issue of the early 1900s - suffrage -
has not been examined in depth, and the individual approaches of these two very public figures 
seem a good topic for further study. Wells, as mentioned previously, embraced suffrage 
wholeheartedly, worked hard for its passage, and remained politically active - even running for 
public office -when women gained the franchise. Tarbell, however, mistrusted suffrage. While 
she did not actively campaign against it, she allowed her name to be used in support of anti-
suffrage activities and groups. While at least one author has discussed in some detail Tarbell's 
alliance with the "antis,1149 llttle attention has been paid to the combination of background, culture 
and experience that make her adoption of this view so puzzling. 
The other popular social issue of Tarbell's and Wells' day was temperance, and the two 
women's views on that subject also justify further study. The drama of Wells' dispute with WCTU 
President Frances Willard over her views of Negroes and alcohol begs for more examination. 
Tarbell, the "ardent dry," opposed prohibition and advocated the right of individuals to take 
responsibility for their own actions in the use of alcohol. Her view, somewhat more complex, 
could also be explored more completely than it has been to date. 
Similarly, the early feminist/anti-feminist activities of Wells and Tarbell beg for deeper 
exploration. At a time when most black women struggled for literacy, economic adequacy and 
mere survival in segregated society, Wells organized them and used their collective power to fight 
injustice, racism and violence. Tarbell, who appeared to form few alliances with females and 
flatly refused to be a role model for aspiring professional women, expressed by example what she 
would not acknowledge in words. Her groundbreaking work in an all-male field, and her invitation 
47 As of this writing, a new book on Tarbell by Steven Weinberg of the journalism faculty at the University 
of Missouri is awaiting publication. 
48 Marzolf: p. 25. 
49 Cambi, Jane Jerome. Women Against Women: AmericanAnti-Suffragism 1880-1920. Carlson 
Publishing, Inc., Brooklyn, New York, 1994, pp. 145-178. 
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to acceptance (whether she wanted it or not) in the marble halls of government at a time when 
women were not a part of that scene assure her of a place of honor in American women's history. 
She was, in fact, a feminist in spite of herself, and that aspect of her complex personality 
demands closer study. 
The strange position of the Chicago Tribune as the only reliable source of statistical 
material on lynchings in America during the late 1800s and early 1900s is another area that begs 
for further study. This northern newspaper, run by white men who had little apparent stake in 
matters that affected mainly southern blacks, nevertheless collected and published detailed 
information about lynching that was not available anywhere else. A call to the Tribune tor details 
provided little satisfaction for my curiosity (I was told that no archival material was available from 
the 1890s). I was, nevertheless, convinced that some explanation for this curious interest had to 
exist somewhere. Further investigation will have to wait for another project. 
Perhaps most intriguing of all is an aspect of Ida Tarbell which has also not previously 
been explored. During the last decades of her life, Tarbell formed one of the few close 
friendships with women she apparently ever made. Ada Pierce McCormack, an Arizona 
magazine publisher who was her correspondent, employer (she hired Tarbell as a consultant), 
and benefactor, carried on a correspondence with the old muckraker throughout the 1920s, 30s 
and 40s. Apparently McCormack's attention was not entirely appreciated by Tarbell's family; a 
large box of uncatalogued correspondence between MaCormack and Tarbell, and later between 
McCormack and Tarbell's sister, Sarah, in the Allegheny College archives has been deliberately 
excluded from the main collection of her work. With the passage of time, perhaps this strange 
friendship between an American legend and an eager admirer could be examined. 
Each of the two ldas, in her own time and in her own way, made a major contribution to 
American journalism. Both were women of enormous courage who defied odds and stereotypes, 
and who demonstrated almost superhuman determination to put before the public information 
about wrongs in need of correction. While Tarbell's History of the Standard Oil Company did 
cause visible change, it is also arguable that Wells' crusade against lynching was instrumental in 
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eliminating this barbaric practice, and represents a turning point in civil rights history. In 
retrospect, it is clear that Wells faced the greater challenge. She operated in a semi-vacuum 
politically, with few or no allies in state legislatures or the nation's capitol. Tarbell did not always 
have such allies, but she had readers in high places and was able to generate a sense of public 
concern, if not outrage, that Wells could never muster among the vast white majority. 
In the final analysis, both Ida M. Tarbell and Ida B. Wells have justifiably earned their 
places in the records of journalism and social history as genuine reformers. Both were 
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